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ABSTRACT
Never in its fifteen-hundred year history had the Roman Catholic
Church been so shaken as when, in the sixteenth century, a mere handful
of men advanced the Scriptural doctrines that were to result in the rise
of Protestantism.

The sole authority of the Bible, the priesthood of

all believers, and righteousness by faith alone rapidly took hold in a
large part of Europe, especially in Germany, Switzerland, the Lowlands,
and England, w?ere the Lutherans, Calvinists, Anabaptists, and Puritans
came to the fore.
Because life in the sixteenth century was so closely tied up
with the church, such a revolution was bound to have ramifications outside the purely ecclesiastical realm.

It was the purpose of this thesis

to reveal the effects of the Reformation doctrines on the prevailing view
'

of the nature and role of woman in home, church, and society, and to outline the view of woman held by Luther, Calvin, the Anabaptists, and the
English Puritans.

Extensive use has been made of the American Edition

of Luther's ¥orks, Calvin's Commentaries, treatises and Christian life
manuals by Puritan authors, and available sources on Anabaptism in
English have been consulted.
The Christian fascination with asceticism, evolving since the
third century, had presented Catholicism with a dichotomy:

on the one

hand, marriage was considered a sacrament of the church; yet, on the
other hand, virginity was portrayed as the epitome of virtue.

The re-

sult was the division of Christian society into two estates--the secular
and the clergy, one celibate and somehow "elevated," the other married
ii

,

and "inferior."

Those who desired to travel the "high road of sal-

vation'' were required to disregard the sexual aspects of their nature
and in essence become asexual.

Women denied their capacity for mother-

hood, men gave up association and intimacy with women.
Against this stratification of society the Protestants, beginning with Luther, . rebelled.

Holding that all men--and women--are equal

in their standing before · God and have like access to Him, Protestantism
denied any merit accompanying a celibate life.

One's real goal in life,

they declared, was not to.earn salvation but to accept it from God and
become bearers of God's gifts to others through the various vocations
of life.

Motherhood, they asserted, was just as important a calling as

priesthood.

Protestantism erased any stigma of inferiority attached to

a woman's calling, be it milkmaid, servant, wife, mother, or any other
vocation.
Among the Protestants the marriage relationship took on added
significance.

<

Not only was marriage instituted for the rearing of

children and as a cure for lust, but for companionship.

Partners in

marriage were to find in each other happiness, comfort, and contentment.
Women, while subordinate to men, were not ·to be considered as mere
chattel, but were to be considered as "sisters in Christ."

Protestant

husbands were reminded of their duty to love their wives "as Christ loved
the Church and gave Himself up for it."

Not only did Protestantism dis-

courage irresponsible conduct toward women, but the newly-formed pastors'
homes provided a model for domestic life.
Despite their emphasis on marriage and its potential, Protestants
came to grips with the problem of divorce, and their decisions offered
women more protection and equity in dissolution of marriage than had the
iii

Catholic system.

Either party--man or woman--could begin divorce pro-

ceedings in cases of desertion, abandonment, or adultery.

The innocent

party of either sex was usually granted the privilege of remarriage.
In their advocacy of the education of women the reformers further
enhanced the status of women.

This knowledge, it was felt, might enable

women to learn about God, administer the household more effectively, and
train Christian children.
Finally, by their conduct in daily life the reformers gave an
example of Christian respect and esteem in dealing with women.

Women

were not denigrated as seductresses, as moral or spiritual inferiors,
but were viewed as fellow Christians and "joint heirs of grace."

Toward

their wives they showed tenderness and love; to their female contemporaries they gave respect and compassion.

The reformers were truly not

just theological innovators, but were architects of a revolutionary view
of woman.
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INTRODUCTION
The era of the Protestant Refonnation which Luther ushered in
has probably held the attention of more modern scholars than any other
in ecclesiastical history.

The tremendous upheaval in the world of

Christendom had an unprecedented_ impact, not only on the church, but on
the society which was entwined with it.

Today, even as men speak of

our "post-Christian" society, scholars still look to the Reformation,
some perhaps attempting to find in the record of its rise a force to
propel the contemporary world.

Whether for reasons of faith, scholar-

ship, or interest alone, men have dissected nearly every facet of
religious life in the sixteenth century.
One field of Reformation studies still lying open to the
historian is the development of the concept of womanhood and the role
of women in the movement.

Leading Protestants wrote on questions

relating to the function and activity of women, but up to the present
little work has been done by historians to discover and evaluate their
attitudes toward the "weaker sex."
In this day of increased awareness of the important contributions made by women and of the potential within them, it has become
fashionable to seek out women on whom to shower accolades, and even to
write "herstory."

But the endeavor to understand woman in the Refor-

mation mind can be more than just an attempt to harness a passing
fancy.

One must always bear in mind that the men of the Reformation

were exceedingly competent Biblical scholars.

Though their ideas were

colored by the views of their society, the kernel of universal principle
1
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still is to be found in their works.

Socio-economic structures have

undergone a thorough metamorphosis since the days of Luther, Calvin,
and their contemporaries, and certain ideas have been discarded as
obsolete and archaic, yet in their broadest outlines the ideologies of
the early Protestants still have applications for their twentieth
century progeny.

It is these lasting ideas, as well as a general over-

view of the development of the womanhood concept by major sixteenth
century Protestant groups, that will be presented in this work.
During its millenium-and-a-half history .the Roman Catholic
church has spawned numerous reform movements, among them the selfeffacing band of St. Francis and the fiercely zealous Jesuits.

None,

however, so shook its very foundations and rent its social and theological structures as did the Protestant movement of the sixteenth century.
Protestantism made substantial inroads in Scandinavia and much of
northern Europe, but its keenest influence was felt in Germany,
Switzerland, the Lowlands, and England.

There Lutherans, Calvinists,

Anabaptists, and Puritans bore the banner of reform, each branding the
movement with individual emphases.
The uniqueness of ,each group was carried over into its conceptualization of womanhood.

Lutheranism, with its priesthood of all

believers, developed the idea of vocation.

No longer was society

factionalized into the religious and the secular, the sacred and the
vulgar.

Each now had a sacred calling, equal in value before God,

whether the individual be king or milkmaid, monk or mother.
Calvinism stressed the sovereignty of God and the wisdom of
the Creator's design in making man male and female.

While others might

3

ridicule and denigrate women, in Calvinist theology she was the completion of man, only in whose company man could achieve . oneness.
Anabaptism advanced the novel concept (for that time) of
sisterhood and brotherhood in the Christian faith and life.

Though she

deferred to her husband's authority, the Anabaptist woman was respected
as a co-believer and fellow sufferer in Christ.
Finally, the Puritans stressed the attitudes and actions
necessary for a successful married life.

Both husband's and wife's

duties were discussed extensively in their Christian life manuals.

The

memories of godly women were enshrined in testimonial books to be
revered and emulated by future generations.
In uncovering the attitude toward women held by these Protestant groups one can make use of their writings in a number of American
and English translations, such as the American Edition of Luther's Works
and the Edinburgh-based Calvin Translation Society's edition of Calvin's
Conunentaries.

For one competent in French, German, and Latin, the

valuable primary sources on Lutheranism, Calvinism, and Anabaptism are
available.

The present author has based her research on the sources

available in English.
Despite its inherent . problems, the study is rewarding.

That

Protestantism, while reflecting to some degree the attitudes .of its
milieu, yet developed its own unique view of womanhood and anticipated
certain r.iodern concepts becomes apparent.

Luther, Calvin, and other

leaders stand out, not merely as instigators of a. spiritual schism,
but as architects of a social revolution whose influence has been felt
for generations.

Chapter 1

PRE-REFORMATION VIEWS ON WOMEN, MARRIAGE AND FAMILY
"Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise. • • •
Amen." 1

God help me.

With these words, Martin Luther, Augustinian friar of

Wittenberg, triumphantly reaffirmed his theological assertions and
championed a movement which was to shake the foundations of Roman
Catholicism.

In declaring that justification is by faith alone and

that all believers are equal before God, able to approach Him without
the intercession of a priest, Luther revolutionized the theology of a
significant part of Europe.
outside the sacred realm.

Lutheran theology also had ramifications
Arising from the ideas of equality and

universal priesthood came a new concept of the supreme dignity of the
marital state.

Womanhood in marriage came to be seen as a vocation,

as worthy and God-ordained as that of any full-time cleric.

The same

Luther who nailed the ninety-five theses and defied the dogmatic
stranglehold of Rome sealed his convictions by matrimony and led the
exodus of celibates into marriage.
The society which produced Luther was characterized by deep
piety among the common people.

Tremendous concern with the four last

things--death, judgment, heaven and hell--was revealed in the art they
produced.

Life was literally liveq in the shadow of the cathedral,

with the church in complete control of all stages of human existence

lThe authenticity of the phrase is questioned by scholars;
however, it symbolizes the dramatic and courageous stand of the man.
4
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through its monopoly of the sacraments, considered to be the vehicles
of grace.

Since the tenth century family relations had been regulated

by canon law.2

Marriage was solemnized by a priest and was subject to

the regulations of the church.

Outright divorce was impossible;

dissolution of marriage was only possible if it could be proved that
it had from the start been invalid due to violation of one of the
numerous marital restrictions called impediments.

Questionable cases

were decided by the papal appeals court, the Dataria, whose verdict
could be influenced for a price.

In the eyes of the church, sexual

relations between married persons had one function--the begetting of
children, who were born tainted with original sin passed on by their
parents through

th~

sex act.

While marriage was the normal state for people in the secular
estate, those desiring higher spiritual merit were encouraged to take
the triple vow of poverty, obedience, and chastity, and to enter into
the life of the religious.

b

The ascetic tradition in Christianity had

been evolving since the third century and was extolled by the greatest
of the church fathers. · Tertullian, writing in the third century,
described various strata

of virtue regarding sexual relations and placed

virginity at the apex.3

The conversion of Augustine was tied in with

his victory over physical lust.4

The writings of the fathers contri-

buted to the development of the view that sex was the cause of the fall

2carle Zimmerman, Family and Civilization (New York:
and Row, 1947), p. 464.

3H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York:

Harper
Harper

and Row, 1951), p. 74.
4 Georgia Harkness, Women in Church and Society (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1972), p. 198.

v
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and the resultant evaluation of woman as seductress and temptress.

The

identification of lust by Augustine as the worst manifestation of concupiscence, and his declaration that all men are a "mass of perdition"
since they are conceived in this lust did much toward casting a pall
over the sexual aspects of man.5
Related to the Catholic ideal of asceticism was the cult of the
Virgin.

Mariology, which was at ti.mes Hariolatry, gave Christianity an

equivalent of the pagan mother-gods, and was given an official boost by
the declaration of the Council of Chalcedon in 449 that Mary was
"Theotokos"--mother of God.6

Had Hary been seen as a typical woman

fulfilling wifely as well as motherly duties, the medieval concept of
· woman might have risen a notch.

However, the idea of the immaculate

conception was extended to portray Mary as a perpetual virgin, which in
essence made her asexual and provided yet another means of denying the
sexual functions of the secular woman.
<

A derivative of the cult of the Virgin was the romantic courtly
love, prevalent in the twelfth century and immortalized in the literature
of the period.

Courtly love fostered the idea of the chivalrous knight

pursuing in rot11antic passion the fair lady of his dreams, who always
remained elusive.

Had one ever married the damsel, she would have lost

her allure and the love would have faded.
one's own wife was absent.

The idea of happiness with

Here again, in the secular realm, the married

woman was demoted to a lower rank.

Swilliston Walker, A History of the Christian Church, 2nd ed.
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1970), p. 165.
6rbid., p. 139.

7

Probably the greatest degradation of marriage by the church
came as a result of its rule of clerical celibacy.

While the papacy

had early called for a celib&te clergy, it was the eleventh century
popes who took a great deal of initiative in enforcing the rule.

At

the Easter Synod of 1049, Pope Leo IX endeavored to enforce celibacy.
Nicholas II, wearing Peter's miter from 1058-1061, decreed that laymen
should boycott services conducted by unchaste pries ts .. The

r~nowned

Hildebrand, Pope Gregory VII from 1073-1085, denounced any breach of
celibacy, calling it the Nicolaitan heresy, 7 and attempted to rid the
clergy of wives and concubines.

This effort met with violent re-

sistance from the bishops and priests; one archbishop barely escaped
stoning after the decree was published.8
The issue was not won by the papacy for many years, but the
principle was established nonetheless.
the church created a dogmatic dichotomy:

In banning clerical marriage
on the one hand marriage was

defined as a sacrament of the church;9 yet on the other hand, the
ministers of the church, identified as bearers of sacerdotal power,
were forbidden from receiving this sacrament.

For the priest this

.

meant that intimate relations with women were heretical, while for the
secular man they were condoned, as long as the primary purpose was the
procreation of children.

7The term "Nicolaitanes' 1 is used in Revelation 2:6. It is
derived from the Greek word "Nikolaus." How this term crune to be used
in the medieval period to refer to one who broke the specific vow of
chastity is obscure.

8G. S. M. Walker, The Growing Storm (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans, 1961), p. 85.
9officially decreed at the. Council of Florence, 1439.

8

Monasticism in the Christian tradition led to the division of
society into two dis tin ct groups:

the religious--those "pure" enough

to abstain from sexual relations and "marry" themselves to Christ--and
the secular--those too "weak" to practice the higher virtues, chief of
which was virginity.

To be "married" to Christ and still be married

to a mortal was considered as unlawful as was polygamy.

Therefore,

one could choose but a single marriage, carnal or spiritual.
While Roman Catholic practice had never allowed women to enter .
the priesthood, women early joined the monastic ranks.

One of the first

known women's convents was begun by Scholastica, sister of St. Benedict,
in 530. 1

°

Convent life could involve women in education and culturell

as well as service; it could also stifle any

normal desires for

liberty and self-expression.12
Both the religious and the laity were acutely aware of the
difficulties involved in the practice of celibacy.

Clergymen afflicted

by sexual desire could draw small comfort from the early fathers'
accounts of their battles with the flesh.

"St. Jerome beat his chest

with a stone in vain because of his powerful temptations."
not forget a Roman dancing girl.
ressing snow figures.

He could

St. Francis dealt with lust by ca-

St. Benedict crawled naked through thorn bushes

and St. Bernard beat himself until his body stank and repulsed those

lOnarkness ' \·'I1omen , p • 80 •
1 1 rbid., p. 83.

12see the case of Florentina of Upper Wei.mar, published by
Martin Luther in °How God rescued an Honorable Nun," ·nevotional
Writings II, ed. Gustav K. Wieneke, Vol. 43, Luther's \~orks, gen.
eds., Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1968), pp. 85-96.
·
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Origen took the ~xtreme measure of emasculating himself

around him.13

in response to Christ's injunction to cut off the offending member. 14
Not all of the cleric_s by any means chose to follow the selfflagellating example of the

f~thers.

A large, though incalculable,

percentage of the clergy had wives, concubines, or whores.

Indeed,

the payment of a tax by unchaste clergy to their superiors formed a
considerable part of the bishops' income and gave rise to the popular
saying, "Chaste priests are the bishops' worst enemies. 11 15
The toll which the rule of clerical celibacy took on the morals
of society and the consciences of otherwise faithful men and women is
inestimable.

Women involved in a liaison with a cleric and the ille-

gitimate children born in these ·unions had no legal rights.

Certainly

fear and loneliness must have plagued all parties, and families who
otherwise could have led a normal domestic life were sometimes forced
to separate • 1 6

Under such conditions a woman could hardly have full

personhood; she could be cast aside at will--and in the process the man
would feel spiritually elevated!

While the life -of a married woman in

13william IL Lazare th, Luther and the Christian Home (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960), p. 9, citing Martin Lu ther, Herke;
Kr:i tische Gesamtausgabe. Tis chreden, 6 vols. (Weimar: H. Bohlaus, ·
1912-.), 3, 3777. Hereafter ref~rred to as TR.
1411 origen," The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, ed.
F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, 2nd. ed. (London: Oxford University
Press, 1974), p. 1008.
1 5Lazareth, Hom~, p. 206, citing Martin Luther, "Against the
Falsely Named Spiritual Office of the Pope and Bishops," Werke; Kritische
Gesamtansg~be, 58 vols. (Weimar: IL Bohlaus, 1930-.)., ioII, 150. Hereafter referred to as WA.

16 For example, the Archbishop of Salzburg, ev2n .in 1616, ruled
that the priests' women should be removed six miles away and that children should not dwell with them openly. See Owen Chadwick, The Reformation (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1964),-p. 410.
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the period was wrapped up in domestic chores and in rearing as many
children as she could bear, she at least was protected by the church's
stand on the indissolubility of narriage and she had a def:inite, although subordinate, status.

The priest's liaison had none of these.

By the beginning of the sixteenth century open calls were being
made for a re-evaluation of the church's position regarding marriage
and celibacy.

Corruption was rampant in church administration.

manner of sins could be winked at for a price.

All

Erasmus, prince of the

humanists, denied that marriage had been considered a sacrament in the
apostolic church, and in the Notes on the New Testament he criticized
clerical celibacy. 1 7
In the late fall

of 1517 a voice was heard from a little-known

town in Germany that would prove most persistent and influential in
calling for reform.

The Wittenberg professor's call for reform in the

selling of indulgences, the prevailing papal scheme for financing the
construction of St. Peter's basilica, met with enthusiastic support and
was followed in 1520 by a program of church reform for all of Germany.18
Before death finally silenced his voice in 1546, Luther's reforms in
theology, liturgy, and social affairs had begun a revolution in German
life that would last for centuries.

l 7zimmerman, · Family, p. _510.
l81n the treatise To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation.

,

Chapter 2

MARTIN LUTHER AND THE EMERGING PROTESTANT VIEW OF WOMAN
Martin Luther was born one of nine children to a peasant
coal miner in Eisleben, Electoral Saxony, on November 10, 1483.
spect and discipline were ins tilled into him at an early age.

Re"My

mother caned me for stealing a nut, until the blood came," Luther later
revealed.

"Such strict discipline drove me to the monastery, although

she meant it w~ll. 111

Hans Luther, recognizing the promise in his son,

sacrificially made it possible for Martin to receive a good education
from five years of age upward in Mansfeld, Magdeburg, Eisenach, and
finally at the famous university at Erfurt for training as a lawyer.
The year 1505 with his entrance into the life of the church
marked a major turning point in Luther's life.

Forsaking his father's

ambition of a legal career and a suitable marriage with offspring, he
chose instead the austere and regimented life of the strict Augustinians
at Erfurt.

For twenty years he would remain in the cowl.

Luther's monastic experience proved to be one of tremendous
emotional trauma.

Caught in the throes of guilt and fear before an

angry God, Luther reached the depths of despair before being rescued
by the fatherly concern of his abbot, Staupitz.

At Staupitz' in-

sistence, Luther received doctoral training in theology and, en route,

lRoland H. Bain ton, Here I Stand: ·· A ·Life of Martin ·Luther
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1950), p. 17, citing :M artin Luther.
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came to grasp the personal significance of the Biblical declaration,
"the just shall live by faith," which changed his life.
Theological insights led Luther to question, then denounce, the
rampant abuses in the church of his day.
to be decried was celibacy.

One of the first practices

Having had first-hand experience as a monk,

Luther knew the dangers inherent in clerical celibacy.

He could re-

late accounts of the "pollutions and defilements" which were suffered
in the monasteries that should have rendered brothers ineligible for
performing mass.

Because of the enormous number of. masses assigned,

however, even these were pressed into service.2

Luther was not afraid

to admit the concupiscence of the flesh that he himself experienced in
the cloister, although he denied having felt much desire and declared
that he even had avoided looking at women in the confessional.3

Point-

ing to the evils which came from impure celibacy, Luther referred to an
apocryphal doctmlent in which Ulrich, bishop of Augsburg, reported:
"Pope Gregory wanted celibacy established and • • • prohibited the
marital relation even for those who were already married • • . • By chance
he wanted to have some fishing done in a pond he had in Rome."

Accord-

ing to the account, the pond yielded "more than 6,000 heads of infants. "4

2Lazareth, Home, p. 7, citing TR 4, 3921.
3Martin Luther, Table Talks, ed. Theodore G. Tappert, Vol. 54,
Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), p. 15.
4Martin Luther, Lectures on Genesis 1-5, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan,
Vol. 1, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav
Pelikan (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1956), p. 239.
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But Luther's denunciation of celibacy was not primarily based
on the prevalence of abuses. ·

Ins~ead,

he felt that enforced celibacy

was contrary to the teaching of Scripture.

As early as 1520, in The

Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther asserted that all vows
should be abolished. 5

In Judgment on Monastic Vows (1521), his first

treatise on monasticism, he declared that such lifelong vows were "without the authority and example of Scripture," and were "a most pernicious
invention of men no different from all the other inventions of men." 6
Furthermore, monastic

vow~,

as he saw it, were contrary to faith be-

cause they led men and women to depend upon their own works instead of
upon God's grace.

In the foolish virgins of Matthew 25 he saw a

· pa~allel to the church's celibates.

As for the papal bulls on vir-

ginity and celibacy, Luther dismissed them as "satanic lies which stir
up pride and lead to the corruption of the innocent conscience."
who had taken vows,

All

in his estimation, would have chosen marriage, but

they were led to believe that marriage was an inferior state to that of
celibacy. 7

Vows of celibacy, Luther concluded, could be renounced

"with absolute confidence," since they were not, nor ever could be,
binding. 8

So, he added, "there are women,- and there are men:

take a wife." 9
O\vn

marry,

It would not take too many years to make him follow his

advice !

5Martin Luther, "The Babylonian Captivity of the Church,"
Three Treatises, from Luther's Harks, Vols. 31, 36, and 44, gen. eds.
Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1970), p. 198.
6Martin Luther, ''The Judgment of Martin Luther on Monastic
Vows," The Christi.an in Society I, ed. James Atkinson, Vol. 44,
Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmtit T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan
~Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), pp. 252-53.

7rbid .• , p. 305.

8rbid., p. 390.

9Ibid., p. 391.
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In taking this position, Luther began to des troy the concept
that a religious woman must be asexual.

Instead of blurring the sexual

distinction by celibacy, Luther emphasized recognition of biological
differences as legitimate and non-injurious to the spiritual life.

A

woman in order to be holy did not have to deny her womanly identity,
and a man would gain nothing by withdrawing from female companionship.
In their standing before God there was no differentiation made
between male and female, Luther noted.

To the Christian "there is no

distinction between women and men • • . they are all Christians and
identical. 1110

Members of both sexes were alike priests before God.

Woman, he declared, was created in the image of God, just as was man,
·with a body pleasing to God. 11

In her nature she was somewhat weaker

than her husband, he surmised, taking account of the superiority in

-

strength of the male over the female in all of the natural worla.12
was also lesser in glory and prestige.13

She

The devil was aware of this,

and thus tempted Eve first, knowing her to be dependent bn her husband,
Luther continued.

However, he failed to give any explanation

as

to why

Adam ate the fruit which Eve gave him.

lOMartin Luther, "The Sermon on the Mount: Postscript," The
Sermon on the Mount and the Magnificat, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, Vol. 21,
Luther's Harks, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and J aroslav Pelikan
(Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1956), pp. 286-87.
11Luther, Works, Vol. 1, p. 69; cf. Martin Luther, · "The
Estate of Marriage," The Christian in Society II, ed. Walther I.
Brandt, Vol. 45, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and
Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1962), p. 18.
12Luther, Works, Vol. 1, p. 151.
1 3 rbid. , p. 69.
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The traditional Catholic view of woman as seductress because
she fell into sin first and gave the fruit to Adam was cast aside by
Luther, who declared:
It is true that Eve picked the fruit first; but before she did
this, she sinned through her idolatry and fell from the faith. As
long as faith is in the heart, it rules and directs the body; but
when it has departed from the heart, the body is the servant of sin.
Therefore the fault does not lie in the sex but in the weakness
common to both woman and man.14
Had not the fall occurred, woman would have been co-ruler with
man, not his subject.15

Upon the entrance of sin, though, both members

of the pair received curses.

As part of her curse, woman was made

subordinate to her husband and was compelled to obey him, even if he be
an unbeliever.lfr

The authority of man extended to all areas of life--

the home, the state, and the church.

Despite her subordination, how-

ever, woman remained a creature called good by God,17 and as such she
was not to be the victim of male ridicule.

Luther went so far as to

call Eve a "saintly woman. 111 8
Having denounced celibacy and praised womanhood, it is no wonder
that Luther's writings placed marriage in a very favorable light.
Ideally, he affirmed, the marriage bond would be eternal, God having

14 Martin Luther, Lectures on Genesis Chapters 6-14, ed.
Jaroslav Pelikan, Vol. 2, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T.
Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1960), p. 30.
15Luther, Works, Vol. 1, p. 203.
16 Martin Luther, "Sermons on- the First Epistle of St. Peter,"
The Catholic Epistles, ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, asso. ed. Walter A.
Hansen, Vol. 30, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and
Jaroslav Pelikan (Sai.nt Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1967), p. 87.
l7Luther; Works, Vol. 1, p. 70.

--

18 Ibid., p. 242.
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created woman that she would always be with her husband and be bound
with him as one flesh.

To him she was brought by God to be a "com-

panionable helpmeet" in all things, with the particular function of
bearing children. 1 9

"How honorable a thing it is to live in that estate

which God has ordained," expounded Luther in the Estate of Marriage
(1522). 20

No station, he affirmed, was more elevated than marriage. 21

Luther was not blind to the difficulties found in marriage.
The squabbles of Adam and Eve were once the subject of his dinnertable conversation.

The first pair, he surmised, "must have scolded

each other roundly during their nine hundred years together.

Eve would

have said, 'You ?te the apple!'" concluded Luther, to which Adam would
have answered, "'But why did you give it to me?'" 22
For centuries the disrepute of women had been incorporated in
various statements such as the traditional Jewish male's prayer, thanking God that he had not been made "a Gen tile, a slave or a woman. 11 23
Luther noted many "pagan" books whose sole subject was "the depravity
of womankind and the unhappiness of the estate of marriage."

Men, he

added, uhave thought that even if Wisdom itself were a woman one should

l9Luther, "A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage," Works, Vol. 44,
p. 8.

20Luther, "The Estate of Marriage," Works, Vol. 45, p. 41.
21 rbid., p. 47.
22Martin Luther, Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel, ed. and
trans. Theodore G. Tappert, Vol. 18~ Library of Christian Classics,
gen. eds. John Bailie, John T. McNeil!, Henry P. Van Dusen (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1955), p. 283.
23 William Barclay, The Letters to the Galatians and Ephesians,
2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1958), p. 35.

17

not marry."24

With such attitudes Luther broke, holding that marriage,

divinely ordained as it was, could bring man happiness, even should he
have a sickly and poor wife.25

Certainly this attitude gave women more

respect than did the worldly saying, '"Brief is the joy, lasting the
bitterness.

111

26

The younger Luther viewed marriage as a "hospital for incur ables ·which pr even ts inmates from falling into graver sin. 11 27
his own marriage the "inmate" idea changed drastically!)

(After

Biological

need propelled men into marriage, for "nature will express itself,
fructify and multiply."

Since God did not want this to occur outside

the bonds of marriage, man should marry so that he could "live with a
good conscience and in favor with God," Luther declared.28

Before the

fall, sex was pure but afterwards it came to be associated with lust,
so that even in marriage a husband and wife sought to gratify their
selfish desires.29

After taking a wife Luther came to a deeper under-

standing of sex and marriage.

While the papists might consider the

marital act as involving concupiscence, in Luther's eyes, "the act which

24Luther, "The Estate of Marriage," Works, Vol. 45, p. 36.
25 Ibid. , p. 38.

26rbid.
27 Luther, "A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage," Works, Vol. 44,
p. 9.

28 Martin Luther, "Commentary on I Corinthians 7," Commentaries on
I Corinthians 7, I Corinthians 15, Lectures on I Timothy, ed. Hilton
C. Oswald, Vol. 28, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helrr.ut T. Lehmann and
Jaroslav Pelikan (Saint Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1973), p. 27.
291uther, "A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage," Works, Vol. 44,
p. 9.
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attracts sex to sex is a divine ordinance • • • • licit and pure."30
marriage came an intertwining of lives, not just a sexual union.

In

Near-

ing his life's end, Luther wrote, "There's more to it than a union of
the flesh.

There must be harmony with respect to patterns of life and

ways of thinking."31
Although Luther appreciated the function of woman in marriage,
he would brook no womanly defiance in his own day.

A fellow Wittenberger

had moved to Zwickau, though his wife had refused to accompany him.
Luther was asked to mediate, and replied:
Her disobedience to you displeases me greatly • • • • you ought to
obey God rather than your wife, and so you should not have allowed
her to despise and trample underfoot that authority of the husband
which is the glory of God, as Saint Paul teaches. It is enough
that you take on the form of a servant, but when it is done away,
wiped out, and reduced to nothing, this is going too far.32
A woman was not to be made "pious and submissiverr by beating, however,
for "if you beat one devil out of her, you will beat two into her. 11 33
While man was to rule over woman, his vocation in life--his
means of bringing God's gifts to others--was not to be seen as more
important than woman's.

Even the lowly servant girl faithfully ful-

filling her duty could claim to be doing a job "better than the holiness
and austere life of all the monks. 1134

Woman's chief vocation was

301uther, Works, Vol. 54, p. 324.
31Ibid., p. 444.
321uther, Counsel, p. 277, Martin Luther to Stephen Roth,
April 12, 1528.
33Luther, "Sermons on the First Epistle of St. Peter," Works,
Vol. 30, p. 88.
34Hartin Luther, The Large Catechism of Martin Luther, trans.
Robert H. Fischer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959), p. 29.

19
motherhood, for which God had especially prepared her.

"A woman can

handle a child better with her little finger than a man can with both
fists," Luther concluded.35
structure:

"Men have broad shoulders and narrow hips, and accordingly

they possess intelligence.
hips."

He even saw vocation written in anatomical

Women have narrow shoulders and broad

So, he decided, "Women ought to stay at home; the way they were

created indicates this, for they have broad hips and a wide fundamental
to sit upon. 1136

Consoling a man who had just lost his wife in child-

birth, Luther comforted him with the thought that "she died • • • in the
performance of her God-given duty and in the exercise of her proper
calling. 11 37

Motherhood merited the highest honor, maintained Luther,

because through women came all human life.

The order in society, he

asserted, also was maintained through women; without them the civil
government as well as the home would collapse.

1

Luther claimed that

women would be necessary "even if men were capable of bearing children
themselves. 11 3 8
The divine command to "be fruitful and multiply" was so important to Luther that at one stage in his early career he reasoned
that if a man could not provide seed, his wife should, with his consent,
engage in intercourse with another man, keeping this marriage secret,

35Martin Luther, "Notes on Ecclesiastes," Notes on Ecclesiastes,
Lectures on the Song of Solomon, Treatise on the Last Words of David,
ed. Jaroslav Pelikan, Vol. 15, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T.
Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Saint ·Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1972), p. 131.
36

Luther, ·works, Vol. 54, p. 8.

37 Luther, Counsel, p. 63, Martin Luther to .Ambrose Berndt, 1532.

38Lazareth, Home, p. 147, citing TR 4, 4138.
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and bear children for the impotent husband. 3 9

If the husband should

not find this situation acceptable, the wife should marry another and
"flee to a distant unkno·wn place. 1140
Children were not given for the amusement of their parents, but
were to be educated for service wherever God might need them, and
parental duties in child-rearing were repeatedly stressed by the
reformer.

Compulsory education formed an integral part of his program

for training the youth.

Girls should be educated in order to prepare

"fine, respectable, learned women" who could ably manage the home and
rear Christian children.41

Girls spending an hour or so each day in

school would still have time for household work.42

Women able to read,

Luther asserted, could learn from sermons and books in the German

71--

language more than the Romists and all the world used to know about
God. 43

The sincerity of Luther's views regarding the education of girls

was borne out in his 1527 invitation to Else von Kanitz to open a girls'
school in Wittenberg and to reside in his home.44

39Luther, "The Babylonian Captivity of the Church," Three
Treatises, pp. 233-34.

40 Ibid. , p. 234.
41Martin Luther, "Confession Concerning Christ's Supper," Word
and Sacrament III, ed. Robert H. Fischer, Vol. 37, Luther's Works, gen.
eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg
Press, 1961), p. 364.

42 Martin Luther, "To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany that
They Establish and Maintain Christian Schools," Selected Writings of
Martin Luther, ed. Theodore G. Tapp'e rt, Vol. 3
Press, 1967), pp. 60-62.

(Philadelphia:

Fortress

'• 3 "A Sermon on Keeping Children in School," {bid. , Vol. 4,
p. 140.

4 '•rbid., Vol. 3, p. 36,

n~ ·12.
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Despite his emphasis on the family, Luther realized that some
rnarraiges would fail.

His opinions in divorce matters afforded women

more protection and freedom than had been possible for them under the
Catholic system.

He never ceased viewing divorce as horrendous; he even

condoned bigamy, in the case of Philip of Hesse, rather than encouraging
divorce.45

However, for those women who were cheated out of a normal

marital relationship because of adultery, desertion, or the impotence
of their husbands, Luther favored a civil divorce and the allowance
to remarry.

In such cases, reasoned Luther, the husband was as good as

dead to his wife.46

This was certainly more protective of women than

the Catholic position that remarriage was totally impossible, especially
when one considers that marriage was almost the only vocation open to
women.
Luther held that women were man's equal before God and had a
respected function with certain rights in marriage.

But despite his
<

belief in the priesthood of all believers and an educated female population, he could not sanction the disregard of the apostle Paul's
injunction that women should be silent in church.

In his estimation,

they could join in reading and singing but were exempt from public
prayer • 1f 7

Female pries ts were not foreseen by Luther, who held that

only competent males could fill this office, in accordance with the

45Luther, t1The Babylonian Captivity of the Church," Three
Treatises, pp. 235-36.
46 Regarding adultery, see Martin Luther, t1on Marriage Matters,"
The Christian in Society III, ed. Robert C. Schultz, Vol. 46, Luther's
Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1967), p. 311; cf. "Commentary on I Corinthians 7,"
Works, Vol. 28, p. 32, and "The Estate of Marriage," Horks, Vol. 45,
p. 32.
47 Luther, "Lectures on I Timothy," Works, Vol. 28, p. 271.
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divine order that man was to be sovereign. 4 8

In an emergency case,

however, a woman could perform the sacrament of baptism,49 and in such
a place as were found no men, a woman could be chosen to preach.SO

In

the church, as in the home and the civil government, men had authority
over women.

Since God had never ordained that women should rule in the

world, "they never rule successfully. 11 51
It was probably inevitable that one who was so outspoken on the
subjects of women, monasticism, and marriage should be called on as
deliverer by some who sought escape from their current status in the
convent.

Luther had in his writings expressed deep concern for the

monks and nuns who had left or were contemplating leaving their
cloisters.52

His writings filtered into the monasteries and convents

of Germany and profoundly influenced a ntnnber of the inmates, some of
whom determined to escape into secular life.
Doubtless the most famous of the escapes involved twelve nuns
of the Cistercian convent at Nimschen in Ducal Saxony.

Upon seeking

Luther's counsel, they were advised to escape, and the operation was

l~8Martin Luther, "On the Councils and the Church," Church and

Ministry III, ed. Eric W. Gritsch, Vol. 41, Luther's Works, gen. eds.
Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Pelikan (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1966), pp. 154-55.
49vilmos Vajta, Luther on Worship, trans. and cond. by V. S.
Leupold, condensed from Die Theologie des Gottesdienstes bei Luther,
2d ed. (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck anci Ruprecht, 1954) (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1958), p. 118, citing WA 12, 181.
50 Luther, ''Sermons on the First Epistle of St. Peter," Works,

Vol. 30, p. 55.
SlLuther, "Notes on Ecclesiastes, .. Works, Vol. 15, p. 130.
52 one such evidence of concern was his publication of the story
of the escape of Florentina of Upper Weimar, "How God Rescued an
Honorable Nun," found in Works, Vol. 43, pp. 85-96.
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undertaken by Luther himself.

This ·was a dangerous plan, since Duke

George had executed a man for aiding fleeing nuns.53

Leonard Kopp, who

supplied fish for the convent, hid the women in his wagon, as if they
were herring barrels, in the still of the night.

Three nuns returned

to their homes en route, while a three-day trip brought the remaining
"herring barrels" into Wittenberg where they became the responsibility
of the bachelor Dr. Luther.54

He immediately sought homes and employ-

ment for the "vestal virgins" (as one Wittenberg student dubbed them).55
Living in a university town, it is little wonder that one by
one they married.

"•

•

Luther wrote playfully to his friend Spalatin:

. I have had three wives simultaneously, and loved them so much

that I have lost twb who are taking other husbands; the third I can
hardly keep with my left arm," meaning concubinage, 56 and, he reasoned,
"she, too, will probably soon be snatched away from me."57

Engaging in

a bit of humor at his own expense, he wrote further to Spalatin:
I do not want you to wonder that a famous lover like me does not

marry. It is rather strange that I, who so often write about
matrimony and get mixed up with women have not yet turned into a
woman, to say nothing of having married one.58

53Roland H. Bainton, Women of the Refonnation in Germany and
Italy (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1971), p. 23.
54 Ibid., p. 24.

55 rbid.

56Martin Luther, Letters II, trans. and ed. Gottfried G. Krodell,
Vol. 4 9, Luther's Works, gen. eds. Helmut T. Lehmann and J aroslav
Pelikan (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), p. 105, n. 23, Martin
Luther to George Spalatin, Wittenberg, April 16, 1525.

57 rbid., p. 10s.
58 Ibid., pp. 104-05.
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After a time only Katherine von Bora remained unmarried.
Luther's plan to marry her to Caspar Glatz, after she had been jilted
by another suitor, did not meet with her approval at all, for she considered him to be a miser.

She did confess to Nicholas von Amsdorf,

however, that she would marry Amsdorf--or Luther hirnself !59
Heretofore Luther had not anticipated marriage, not because he
did not feel his "flesh or sex," since he was "neither wood nor stone,"
but because his "mind [was] far removed from marriage, since [he] expected death and the punishment due to a heretic.If

On account of this

he determined not to "limit God's work in me, nor • • • rely on my own
heart."60

With spring, though, came thoughts of love, and a hint that

Luther was considering the abandonment of his celibacy.

"If I can

manage it, before I die I will still marry my Katie," he admitted to
John Ruhel, adding, "to spite the devil, should I hear that the
peasants [involved in the bloody Peasants' War] continue.
will not steal my courage and joy. 11 61

I trust they

It appears that while on a visit

to his parents, who desired his marriage, he made the final decisi~n.62
So it was that on June 13, 1525, Martin Luther, ex-priest, was
married to Katherine von ~ora, ex-nun, in the presence of six friends. 63

59Ibid., p. 111, Martin Luther to John Rubel, Seeburg, May 4,

1525.
60 1bid., p. 93, Martin Luther to George Spalatin, Wittenberg,
November 30, 1524.
61

Ibid., p. 111, Martin Luther to John Rubel, Seeburg, May 4,

1525.
62 Ibid., n. 34.

63 rbid., p. 115, n. 2, Martin Luther to George Spalatin,
Wittenberg, June 21, 1525.
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The wedding banquet, to which Luther's parents and . his friends were
invited, was held on June 27.64
three reasons for marrying:

One week after their union he gave

"to silence the evil mouths which are so

used to complaining about me," to fulfill his father's desire for
progeny, and "to confirm what I have taught by practicing it."

Though

he denied "passionate love [or] burning" for Katie, he cherished her. 65
In spite of Luther's upright life and the lack of any evidence
of moral lapses before marriage,66 slanderous rumor still circulated in
Europe regarding his character.

He was once visited by an ambassador

of Ferdinand I whose purpose it was to observe the man and his doings.
Writing to Spalatin of the occasion, Luther related the ambassador's
report that he had ·"quite a reputation with his lord for supposedly
walking around armed • • • and for spending •
and dice, and in taverns."

•

. time with harlots,

Evidently Luther had weathered enough slander

to add, "I do not know what other honors are attributed to me in that
court, but I have become sufficiently used to lies. 11 67
Katie was not to marry the famous doctor with the well-wishes
of all.

She became the object of slanderous asides and pamphlets.

Rumor spread that they

ha~

the time of the marriage.

lived in sin and that she was pregnant at
One pamphlet addressed her thus:

6 4Ibid., pp. 115-16, n. 2.
6 5rbid., p. 117, Martin Luther to Nicholas von Amsdorf,
Wittenberg, June 21, 1525.
66Richard Friedenthal, Luther: His Life and Times, trans. John
Nowell (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1967), p. 432.
67Luther, Works, Vol. 49, pp. 71-72, Martin Luther to George
Spalatin, Hittenberg, January 14, 1524.
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Woe to you, poor fallen woman, not only because you have passed
from light to darkness, from the cloistered holy religion into a
damnable, shameful life ·but also that you have gone from the grace
to the disfavor of God. 68
Such works persisted up to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
One of these, entitled Lucifer Wittenbergensis, portrayed Katie as a
sex maniac enjoying the libido of the Wittenberg students. 6 9

What

probably infuriated Luther most was the decision of the Wittenberg
lawyers that the children of former priests were illegitimate.

This

rule continued until 1536, by which time the Luthers had produced six
children. 70
The activities of the Luther household . are one of the most
interesting stories of the Reformation period and are recounted in the
volumes of Table Talks recorded by students who boarded in the home.

In

time the household came to include five children71 plus children of
deceased Luther relatives.

In addition the old Augustinian cloister,

which was given the Luthers by the Elector, served as a boarding house,
managed by the capable mistress Katie.
scene that

a

prince who desired to board

So bustling was the domestic
ther~

was warned of the "odd

assortment of young people, students, young girls, widows, old women
and children" dwelling in the doctor's house, which caused considerable
.
· 1 • 72
tur.moi

68Bainton, Women, p. 27.
69Friedenthal, Luther, p. 437.
70chadwick, The Reformation, p. 411.
71 A daughter, Elisabeth, died in infancy.
72Friedenthal, Luther, p. 443.
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Katie took upon herself the role of innkeeper, farmer, butcher,
nurse, and financial manager, as well as wife and mother.
fortunate to have such a thrifty wife.

Luther was

His attitude on finances was,

"I do not worry about debts, • • • because when Katie pays one, another
comes."73
At times the Luthers played games with each other, as Luther
revealed in a letter to a friend:
I am sending that little pewter dish with the glass inset before
it finds another owner, for my Katie is trying hard to get it •
• • • 74 Now look, just as I wanted to give the letter · to the
carrier and as I searched for the little dish, my Katie, this
stealthy woman, has hidden it. I would have searched for it, but
I am prevented from doing this by a conspiracy on the part of our
Provost and of our Pastor, who perhaps are hiding it. Just wait
until the dish is freed by Katie's confinement to childbed; then
I will steal it and carry it off.75
The picture of the relationship between Katie and Luther that
emerges from the Table Talks and from their correspondence is both
amusing and heartwarming.

Luther, who shortly after his marriage had

written only of cherishing his wife, developed such a bond of love for
her that he claimed he would not "exchange my poverty for the riches
of Croesus." 76

As he looked approvingly at Cranach's portrait of his

wife he remarked, ''I think I' 11 have a husband added to that pain ting,
send it to Mantua [location of a church council] and inquire whether
they prefer marriage [to celibacy]. 11 77

73Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 228, citing TR, 1457.
74A mutual friend had sent Luther the dish, asking that he forward it to one John Agricola. Luther, Works, Vol. 49, p. 150, n. 1,
Martin Luther to John Agricola, Wittenberg, May 11, 1526.
75rbid., pp. 150-51.
76 Bainton, Homen, p. 26.
77Luther, Worl~, Vol. 54, p. 222.
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Life for the Luthers was not always problem-free.
side surfaced from time to time.

Its worse

Luther, when vexed by Katie, could

retort, "I wish that women would repeat the Lord's Prayer before opening their mouths."78

He could even play the hen-pecked husband, as

shown during an argument with ·his wife:

"You convince me of whatever

you please.

I concede to you the control of

You have complete control.

the househol.d, 11 but he added, "provided my rights are preserved ••

•

•

With tricks and cunning women deceive men, as I, too, have experienced.1179
On the whole, though, the Luther marriage was filled.with
warmth and tenderness.

Luther referred affectionately to his wife as

"my rib, u80 "my kind, dear lord, Catherine Luther, a doctor and preacher
in Wittenberg,"81 "The empress, my Katie, 11 82 "my dearly beloved mistress
of the house, 118 3 and the "gracious Miss Katherina Luther of Bora and
Zuhlsdorf [her much-loved farm], my darling. 118 4

Perhaps the highest

tributes were those in which Luther compared his love for Katie to his
love of God and Holy Scripture.

He dubbed the epistle of Galatians, a

78Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 235, citing TR, 2047.
79Luther, Works, Vol. 54, pp. 174-75.
80 Luther, Works, Vol. /~9, p. 154, Martin Luther to Michael Stifel,
Wittenberg, August 11, 1526.

81 Ibid., p. 236, Martin Luther to Mrs. Martin Luther, Marburg,
October 4, 1529.
82 Ibid., p. 267, Martin Luther to Nicholas Hausmann, Wittenberg,
February, 1530.
83 Ibid., p. 416, Martin Luther to Mrs. Martin Luther, Coburg,
September 8, 1530.
84

Friedenthal~ Luther, p. 439.
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particular favorite, "my Katherine von Bora, 1185 and chided himself that
he gave "more credit to Katherine than to Chri_s t," to whom he owed much
more. 86
Luther as monk, theologian, reformer, social critic and husband
sketched a verbal portrait of woman as she ought to function in society.
In the subordinate role she had one main function in the Lutheran
scheme--homemaking.

Judging from the conduct of his own home, this

vocation involved far more than just producing a child every year.

A

capable woman could be a small-business person, managing such far-flung
activities as farming, butchering, brewing liquors, and boarding guests,
as well as being wife, mother, cook, nurse, and teacher of the children.
With his wife a husband could "dwell with joy. 11 87

Luther reminded men

that women's vocation was every bit as important as their own and,
possibly through wisdom

g~ined

in his own family, that women do a much

better job in handling children than do men.
In the spiritual realm, Luther saw women as fully equal with men
before God, partakers of the priesthood of all believers, and "joint
heirs of the same grace." 88

The priesthood of all believers--male and

fernale--and the related concept of vocation both reflected the humanistic
concern of the renaissance with the elevation of the individual.

While

Luther would never make "man the measure of all things," his distinctive
emphases were an initial step towards the view of the church as a

85 Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 228, citing TR, 146.
86rbid., citing TR, 2458, 2397b.
87 Luther, Works, Vol. 1, p. 134.
88 Ibid., p. 69.
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"caravan" group on the road to salvation rather than as the
salvation.

0

ark" of

Instead of the priest bearing sacerdotal power to dispense

the vehicles of salvation, the individual could communicate personally
with God.
In evaluating Luther's view of woman one must bear in mind that
Luther was at heart conservative.

He never intended to institute a

radical, new system of his own devising.

Instead, he was moved by a

deep medieval piety and an earnest desire to return the faith and
practice of the church universal to its . primitive state.

Thus his view

of woman as subordinate followed from his interpretation of Saint Paul
and of the Genesis account.

Despite Luther's somewhat chauvinistic-

sounding statements regarding woman as weaker than man and fit mainly
for bearing children, he also praised her as the equal of man before
God, in whose image she also was made.

Luther was highly critical of

those who degraded woman and motherhood.
One of the significant contributions of Lutheranism was the
emergence of the pastor's home.

The Luther household served as the

model for German family life for generations.

Luther's reform changed

the mistress of the clergyman into an honorable wife and legitimized
the children.
clerics.

The example he set was quickly followed by fellow

The change was not easy for lay people to accept.

Some mid-

wives refused to assist pastors' wives in childbirth, and lay people at
times refused communion from married clergymen. 8 9
recognition of married clergy did come.

However, legal

With the Reformation came an

89chadwick, The Reformation, p. 411.
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elevation in the moral tone of society, doubtless due in some measure
to the abolition of the strictures of celibacy.90
Perhaps the most important contribution of Luther to society's
view of woman was his appreciation of her uniqueness.
the resultant stratification

of

Monasticism and

society had glorified the woman who

denied her sexuality and took on the sexless role of the ascetic.
There was no place for a woman to achieve her full womanhood in an
asexual community.

It has been argued that convents, because they pro-

vided their women some education and gaye them a chance at the elevated
plane of the religious, actually raised the position of women, and that
this elevation was lost in the Reformation.

However, any institution

which insists, as a basis of membership, that its affiliates separate
themselves from an integral part of their identity, is ultimately degrading to the total person.

By recognizing the sexual function of

women, by stressing the significance and supreme value of the capacity
for motherhood in women, by raising the vocation of homemaker to that
equal to any other divinely-ordained commission, and by setting an
example of devoted affection for generations of husbands, Luther did the
cause of women's rights an invaluable service.

·."

Chapter 3

JOHN CALVIN AND THE CONCEPT OF WOMAN IN THE REFORMED CHURCH
The great personalities of the Reformation provide a study in
contrasts.

Luther, with his courageous stand before the Diet of Worms,

summons awe and romance to the imagination, while Calvin, whose eye
scrutinized every detail of Genevan life, receives respect, if not much
love.

Yet one of the strengths of the Reformation lay in its ability

to accommodate men of vastly different temperaments, utilizing their
individual skills.

Luther, with his fiery passions, ably focused the

attention of Christendom on Protestant principles, while Calvin
systematically explained reform doctrines and worked them out in
practice.

Though the style and emphasis of these two men differed

greatly, both contributed to the establishment of Protestant doctrine
and tradition in diverse fields, including the domain of womanhood.
Luther, by his theology and personal example, elevated the position of
woman as wife, mother, and person.

In Calvin's theology also lay ideas

capable of altering the status of woman to soCTe degree, and these, with
their contrasts to the Lutheran views, are now to be considered.
John Calvin, like Martin Luther, grew up a true son of the
church.

He later described himself as "obstinately devoted to the

superstitions of Popery." 1

Born in 1509 to the secretary-lawyer

1 John Calvin, John Calvin: Selections from His Writings,
ed. John Dillenberger (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1971),
p. 26, citing Calvin's preface to the Commentary on the Book of Psalms.
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of the Noyon bishopric in Picardie, he received, through his father's
influence, a benefice in the local church at the age of twelve and
later a second at Pont l'Ev~que.

His father designed for him a career

with the church, but, in Calvin's words, 11 afterwards, when he considered that the legal profession commonly raised those who followed
it to wealth, this prospect induced him suddenly to change his purpose.112

Accordingly, using the means provided him by his benefices,

Calvin entered the University of Paris in 1523.

His studies in law

took him to Orleans and Bourges, but upon the death of his ·father,
Calvin abandoned law and returned to Paris, bent on becoming a classical scholar.
This life plan was suddenly altered sometime between 1532 and
1533 by his conversion to Protestant beliefs.

Unlike Luther, who laid

bare his inner struggles in conversion, Calvin mentioned the experience
twice, and its details are a mystery.

11 By the secret guidance of his

providence, 11 Calvin declared, God subdued and softened his heart and
instilled within him an intense hunger after real godliness.3

Perhaps

also through providence, Calvin came into close contact with Nicholas
Cop and other ~umanists of Protestant leanings such as Gerard Roussel
and Robert Oliv~tan.

These men and their contemporaries in the Meaux

group4 were well aware of the dire need for reform in the church and
had studied Lutheran works.

In the uproar following the public endorse-

ment of Protestant beliefs made by Cop in 1533 on his accession to the

2rbid.

3Ibid.

'lThe Meaux group consisted of humanists who initiated reforms
in the diocese of Meaux, outside of Paris, in the early sixteenth
century.
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rectorship of the University of Paris, Calvin was forced to leave
Paris.
As Calvin fled Paris, he also shed his affiliation with the
Roman Catholic church forever.
he settled in Protestant Basel.

Resigning his benefices in May, 1534,
Within two years he had produced a

piece of systematic theology unequaled in Protestantism, though he was
unschooled in theology.

\·fuile the Institutes of the Christian Religion

would be greatly expanded before their final edition in 1559, the
volumes filled an important need in Protestant theology and cast the
author into a leading role in the Reformation movement.
Had it not · been for the reno-.::m brought him by the Institutes,
Calvin might have been able to live out his dream of a career of
study and writing.

If he hoped to achieve that goal, however, he made

a terrible mis take in pas_sing through the city of Geneva in 1536.
William Farel, attempting to promote the Protestant movement there and
sensing in Calvin the qualities needed to organize reformation in the
Genevan church, implored Calvin to stay and take up ministry there.

In

a final attempt to convince the hesitant Calvin, Farel declared, "You
are following only your own wishes, and I declare, in the name of God
Almighty, that if you do not assist us in this work • •
punish you. 115

•

the Lord will

Completely cowed, Calvin remained and began to write his

way into history.
It was no mean task that awaited Calvin in Geneva.

While the

moral situation in the city was no worse than in others of the time,

5John Calvin, Tracts Relating to the Reformation, trans. Henry
Beveridge, Vol. 1 (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1844-1851),
preface, The Life of John Calvin, by Theodore Beza, p. xxix.
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some of its leading citizens felt that it was close to moral collapse. 6
The Catholic church had made a few attempts to reform the city's morals
through the passage of sumptuary laws, such as that interdicting public
dancing 7 which, in its eyes, was dangerous because of the indecent
songs and dances performed.

In the mid-fifteenth century the church

lamely tried to regulate the rampant prostitution by requiring all
prostitutes to reside in a specified section of town and to wear a
distinctive red marking on the face.

But the church which tolerated

gross immorality among its clergy was in no position to purify public
morals.

/

So widespread, in fact, was clerical immorality that the

Genevans once refused to pay their church dues because the funds were
being spent for prostitutes.a
Promiscuity among the sexes at the popular sweatrooms and
public baths did not
neighborhoods.

dim~nish

with the blossoming of brothels in their

Prostitutes so often used the baths that citizens

residing in one section of town obtained an order to prevent them from
entering the baths. 9

Taverns were in abundance, and mothers were

warned not to allow their daughters to work in them. 10
In sumptuous living the Genevans delighted.

6 sasil Hall, John Calvin:
Philip and Son, 1956), p. 18.

Men and women alike

Humanist and Theologian (London:

7Andre Bieler, L'homme et la femme dans la morale calviniste
(Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1961), p. 27, citing Paul Lacroix, Moeurs,
usages et costumes au moyen 'fi'ge et
l'epoque de la Renaissance (Paris,
1872), p. 260.

a

8nugh Y. Reyburn, John Calvin: His Life, Letters, and Work
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914), pp. 336-37.

9 rbid., pp. 336-37.

lOBi~ler, L'homme, p. 32.
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were caught up in a fashion race, spending a fortune on clothing such
as is thus described:

a

• . • elles portent des robes '8. corsages et
manches justes, des
chapeaux
forme basse et des jupes
grande envergure. Elles
laissent
d~couvert le bas d'un jupon tres riche allant jusqu'~
/
/
terre. Souvent les cheve\lX, releves en rouleaux et ornes de
/
.
/ d ' un petit toquet, orne/ d e
pierres precieuses,
sont surmontes
cha1nes d'or, de pierreries et d'aigrettes. Le corsage est
toujours allonge et pointu par-devant.11

a

a

a

By 1500 the civil authorities had begun to take the supervision
of morals into their own hands.

They made moves to abolish prostitution,

but it was not until the Calvinist regiille that it was finally accomplished.

Preachers deprecated the outrages of fashion, but the enforce-

ment of sumptuary laws awaited Calvin's influence.
Calvin came to Geneva prepared only with a well-thought-out
system of doctrine and a keen mind in areas of law and theology. 12

He

was aware of the problems arising when the church tried single-handedly
to dominate both the secular and the spiritual, yet he was not willing
to allow the church to be a mere department of state.

Under his

leadership the Consistory, a joint committee of laymen and clergy which
would serve as the governing board of the church, was established.
Representatives were to watch out for those citizens whose conduct
warranted their exclusion from the table of the Lord, which still, in
Protestantism, had great significance.

These violators would be called

llu. • . They wear dress with tight bodices and sleeves, low ha ts
and skirts of large diameter. They leave uncovered the bottom of a rich
slip that reaches the floor. Often the hair, lifted up in ringlets
and trimmed with precious stones, is topped with a little cap, decorated with golden chains, jewels, and feathers. The bodice is always
long-waisted and pointed in the front." Ibid., p. 29, citing Lacroix,
Moeu~, p. 592.
l2The balance of law and theology was to be very important in
the Genevan system he established.
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to account before the Consistory and urged to repent before they would
be allowed back to the sacramental table.
turned over

Recalcitrants were to be

to the civil authorities for suitable punishment. While

the democratic spirit of Switzerland kept this body from turning · into
another Inquisition, the theological posi.tions and interpretations of
Calvin had a significant influence on its decisions.
By the time Calvin's star arose, fifteen years had elapsed
since . Luther had begun his attack on monasticism.

Convent doors had

opened and a number of religious had married and borne children.
church had already had to face the challenge.

The

Consequently, Calvin's

comments on monasticism and vows of continence would not be expected
to have the tremendous impact of the initial assault.

Luther, also,

had written polemical tracts on specific topics, which were widely
circulated, whereas Calvin wrote volumes of systematic theology, not
meant for a large, popular audience.

Furthermore, Calvin wrote from an

area where the Reformation had already taken root.

As a result, one

would not see the dramatic break such as followed ·Luther's treatises,
although the principles espoused by Calvin were similar.
'Marriage, in Calvin's view, was regarded as the normative state
for all Christians; to abstain from intimate relations with women was
of no merit to the clergy.

Sex and marriage were not seen as sources

of contamination, but rather as divinely ordained.

Instead of using

women as sex objects, the clergy were urged to unite with them in the
estate of marriage, as God designed.
Both Luther and Calvin admitted that there was a definite place
for Christian celibacy, and Luther, as we have seen, for some time saw
himself as a perpetual bachelor.

Calvin regarcled celibacy as a gift to

38

be desired, but pointed out that one must remember that it was a
spiritual gift, not to be sought for its own sake, "but so that we may
cleave to God, with nothing to separate us from Him. 111 3

A few were re-

leased from the need for marriage through God's grace, 14 but they might
receive the gift only for a short time, as God saw necessary.15

Those

who at te.m pted to take chastity for themselves when it had not been
given them were "striving against the nature" that God gave, and were
despising the general calling of God in marriage. 16

The celibate

clergy adhered to a rule of men, not of God, Calvin reasoned, which even
some of the church fathers ~pposed. 17
clergy in the New Testament.

He found examples of married

The apostles, he noted, not only had wives

but traveled about with them.18

Paul referred to bishops and deacons

as husbands and denounced the forbidding of marriage as a "'doctrine of
devils!' (I Tim. 4:3)" 19

The rule of the religious, which included

13 John Calvin, The First Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the
Corinthians, trans. John W. Fraser, Vol. 9, Calvin 1s New Testamen-t
Commentaries, eds. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1960), p. 164.
1 4calvin, Institutes, II. viii, 42.
15Ibid., IV. xiii. 3.
l61bid.
17 Ibid., Prefatory Address to King Francis I of France, part 4,
p. 22.

18

calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,

p. 186.
19 John Calvin, "The Necessity of Reforming the Church," Calvin:
Theological Treatises, trans. J • . K. S. Reid, Vol. 22, Library of
Christian Classics, gen. eds. John Baillie, John T. McNeill, Henry P.
Van Dusen (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, n. d.), p. 214.
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celibacy, Calvin declared to be _a man-made invention designed to merit
God's favor while disregarding His expressed commands for man.

Echoing

Luther's denunciation of celibacy he asserted that "whatever is not of
faith is sin. 1120

Since monastic vows had never received God's sanction,

they could not be binding. 21

"There is no order of men prohibited from

marriage," Calvin expounded.

"What God has allowed to the human race

universally is fitting for all without exception. 11 22
The abuses of celibacy outraged Calvin.

"Is it not deemed a

more capital offense in a priest to marry than to be caught a hundred
times in adultery?" he charged.23

It rankled his sense of justice that

marriage was considered a major offense while libertinism on countless
occasions resulted in only a small fine being levied. 2 4

Not only did

the rule of celibacy lead to rampant fornication and loss of souls, but
it kept many upstanding men from serving the church. 25
felt, was for the church to allow clerical marriage.

The answer, he
Calvin rejected

the parallel drawn by Catholics between Levitical priests who did not
sleep with their wives before their turn to serve ·in the temple and
the celibate clergy.

The priests, he reasoned, were anti-types of

20calvin, Institutes, IV. xiii. 16.

21 rbid., IV. xiii. 21.

22 John Calvin, "The Epistle to the Hebrews," The Epistle of
Paul the Apostle to the Heb.r.~ws and th.e Fir..Q..~istles of
St. Peter, trans. Hilliam B. Johnston, Vol. 12, Calvin's New Testament
Commentaries, eds. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1963), p. 206.
23 calvin, "The Necessity of Reforming the Church," Treatises,
pp. 211-12.
21
fibid

e)

p

e

215

I

2 5calvin, Institutes, IV. xii. 23.
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Christ the Sinless One, whereas modern pastors served a different
function. 26
By taking this anti-celibate position Calvin helped to alter
the estimation of woman by changing her from a mere "thing" to be used
at will to a person worthy of .committing one's life to.

Instead of sex

being used for personal gratification only, it was put back into the
marriage relationship and the clergy, like other men, were urged to
accept the responsibilities borne by married men.
In their standing before God, C?lvin saw women as being "joint
heirs of grace," though, unlike

Luther~

ly more guilty than man in the fall.

he viewed woman as being slight-

A beautiful and somewhat unique

emphasis in Calvinist theology was the completeness of man found only
in the union of the genders.

In the all-wise creation, he reasoned,

God saw fit to make man in two parts--rnale and female.

Man without

woman remained incomplete; the two complementing sexes composed the
whole man. 27

Nan and woman were both created "in the image of God,"

especially evident in the senses, mind, and will.28
the primacy of creation and superiority of honor.

To Adam belonged
Eve, though, was not

fashioned from a different substance than Adam, for that could have led
to quarreling, but she "was taken from Adam, in order that he might
embrace, with greater benevolence, a part of himself. u29

Adam's rib was

"built" into a woman, thus indicating again that mankind is only com-

26 Ibid., IV. xii. 25.
2 7John Calvin, Commentarj_es on the First Book of Moses Called
Genesis, trans. John King, Vol. 1, Calvin's Commentaries (Edinburgh:
Calvin Translation Society, 1857), p. 97.
28 Ibid., p. 96.

29 Ibid., p. 133.

41

plete in two corresponding persons:

"In the person of the woman the

human .race was at length complete, which had before been like a building just begun.u30
Unlike Luther, who held that Edenic man and woman were equals,
and would have been co-rulers had not sin entered, Calvin saw the
superiority of man arising from creation itself.
a law from the beginning," Calvin asserted.3 1

"God imposed this as

In man human nature was

created;32 "woman was created later to be a kind of appendage to the
man on the express cond~tion that she should be ready to obey hirn. 11 3 3
Because woman was derived from man, she was of lower standing, and because she was made for him, she was subject to him, "as a finished
article depends on what goes to [sic] its making. 11 34
for the purpose of being a "helpmeet" for man.

Woman was created

"Since God did not

create two 'heads' of equal standing, but added to the man a lesser
helpmeet, '' we are reminded that in "the order of their creating •

•

•

God's eternal and inviolable appointment is clearly displayed. 11 ?5

JOibid.
31 John Calvin, "The First and Second Epistles of Paul The
Apostle to Timothy," The Second Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the
Corinthians and the Epistles to Timothy, Titus and Philemon, trans.
T. A. Small, Vol. 10, Calvin's New Testament Comnentaries, eds. David
W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand R;:i_p:ids, Michigan: William
B. Eerdmans, 1964), p. 217. All future reference's . from this volume are
found in the First and Second Epistles of Paul the Apostle to Timothy
and will be cited as Timothx only.
32 calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 132.
18.

3 3calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, pp. 217But remember that this "appendage" completed man!
3 '•calvin, New Testament Cormnentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,

p. 232.

3 5calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, p. 218.
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So Calvin took the idea of God's sovereign wisdom, coupled it
with the fact that woman was created second, and decided that God created
woman to play a subordinate role to man.
even before Calvin adduced it.

This premise was challenged

Both Corneille Agrippa and Marguerite de

Valois declared that woman's place in the order of creation indicated
that she was the crowning work of God and stood at the apex among all
creatures.3 6

Calvin's logic seems to have failed him on this point, for

if nothing coming from another could be greater than its source, then
no student could surpass its teacher, no child could excel beyond its
parents' level.

Had Calvin looked about he would have seen that notion

contradicted regularly in fact.
The superiority of man was not intended so that he could use it
to oppress woman, according to Calvin.
wife, as in a mirror." 37

Man was to see "himself in his

Being his other half, woman complemented man;

for him to be without her would be like members separated from a body.
"Mutual goodwill," then, should govern the relations of men and women,
since the one cannot live without the other.

They should be bound by

a "'bond of mutual service. '"38
While Luther saw a major difference in the man-woman relationship after the fall, the only change seen by Calvin was in the willingness of woman to accept her God-ordained subordination and her contentment in submission.

Obedience had been her natural condition; servitude

3 6 B1e
. -" 1 er, I~ 'h omme, p. 80 , citing
. .
Gonzague True, H1stoire
.
.
illustree de la femme, 2 Vols., (Paris, 1940), t. 1, p. 199.
37 calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 132.
38 calvin, New Testament Comr:1entaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
p. 233, paraphrasing the apostle Paul.
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resulted from the fall, with subjugation being less voluntary than before the entrance of sin. 3 9
two-fold:

The nature of the curse Calvin saw as

first there was the pain accompanying childbirth, which be-

fore would not have involved great suffering; second was the subjection
of woman to her husband.

"She should not be free and at her own

command," Calvin interpreted, "but subject to the authority of her
husband and dependent upon his will. 1140

Woman, in her deception and

sin, had "perversely exceeded her proper bounds" and was "forced back
to her own position."41

How she had exceeded her "proper bounds" re-

lative to man Calvin does not tell us.

We can only assrnne that by

taking a lead role in eating the fruit and urging her husband to do
likewise Eve overstepped the subordinate role assigned to woman.
Despite the difference in their opinions on this point, the
application of the Lutheran and Calvinist positions was essentially the
same.

Woman, whether by creation or sin, was subordinate to man and

the fulfillment of her divinely-ordained function depended on her
acceptance of subjection.

A modern interpreter, though, accepting

Luther's position, could hold that the more men and women approach the
divine ideal, the greater will be their .equality and the less need
there will be for submission.

One following the Calvinist. belief

could hope only for a greater mutual acceptance of the superiority and
leadership of the man.

39calvin, New Testament Conunentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, p. 218.

40 calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, pp. 171-72.
41

Ibid.,

~· 172.
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Calvin, like Luther, did not make woman bear all the responsibility for sin, although on at least one occasion he seemed to imply
that she is somehow more guilty than man.

Many before Calvin had

postulated that, since Adam ate the fruit which Eve brought him while
not being deceived himself, he sinned because of Eve's channs. 42

But

for Calvin the essence of original sin was not the sensuality of the
flesh. 43

"Disobedience was the beginning of the Fall. • . • Unfaithful-

ness, then was the root of the Fall." 44

Adam sinned, not only because

he wished to comply with his wife, but because he was guilt'y of "fatal
ambition," 45 pride and ungratefulness.4 6

"Sin came not by the woman,

but by Adam himself," Calvin declared.47

Yet Calvin was prepared to use

the argument that, since woman "had seduced the man from God's commandment," it was right "that she should be deprived of all her freedom
and placed under the yoke_. u48

Calvin qualified this statement by a

reassertion of the fact that Adam, too, was guilty, and that only the
II

cause and source of his transgression" came from woman. 49

Both were

guilty; however, it was right that only woman should be cast into
greater servitude.

To assert that man lost his authority over woman by

42rbid., p. 152.
43calvin, Institutes, II. i. 9.
44rbid. , I I. i. 4.
45calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 152.
46calvi.n, Institutes, II. i. 4.
47 calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 152.

48 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, p. 218.
49 Ibid.
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the fall, declared Calvin, is ridiculous, "for it would not be right
that woman should improve her position by her sin. 05 0
. The unity of man and woman was to be cemented by the social
institution of marriage, established by God in Eden.

Adam did not seek

out a wife for himself, but God made and gave Eve to him.

One who

speaks ill of marriage, according to Calvin, really casts reproach upon
God, its Author. 51 ·Through marriage man and woman become "one flesh,"
a possibility since woman was formed from man's body, and is truly
"bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh. 1152

"Whoever cons'iders

seriously the design of marriage," he concluded, "cannot but love his
wife. 1153

God intended that in marriage should be found a continual

reminder of the true meaning of love--the love of God shown to us and
the type of love that we should show to all humanity. 54
The husband-wife relation forms one of the yokes which binds
people together in the temporal soci.al structure.
image to indicate mutual obligation.

Calvin used the yoke

While the wife is bound to sub-

ject herself to her husband and to obey him, the husband is just as
bound to love his wife, "even as Christ also loved the church, and gave

SOibid., p. 217.

51 calvin, Calvin's Conunentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 134.
52 John Calvin, "The Epistle to the Ephesians," The E,.P_istles of
Paul the Apostle to the Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, and Colosians,
trans. T. H. L. Parker, Vol. 11, Calvin's New Testament Commentaries,
eds. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torran-ce (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
Eerdmans, 1965), p. 209.
53 Ibid. , p. 208.
54

Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin's Doctrine of the Christian Life
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: \..1illiam B. Eerdmans, 1959), p. 162, citing
"Sermon on II Samuel 1:21-7," p. 26.
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himself up for it~u55

He encouraged husbands to "imitate Christ in this

respect, that He did not hesitate to die for the Church." 5 6
Had man retained his original purity, marriage would have produced the most harmonious relationship on earth:

"The husband would

look up with reverence to God; the woman in this would be a faithful
assistant • • • and both, with one consent, would cultivate a holy, as
well as friendly and peaceful intercourse. 11 57
it disruption to the harmony of

marriage~-woman

Sin, though, brought with
resented man, and man

looked down on woman.

In Calvin's own day, plenty of works denigrating

marriage were extant.

One pre-Reformation preacher spoke thus of

marriage:
Au lieu de trouver dans le mariage la paix, le bonheur, il
arrive trop souvent qu'il n'en resulte pour les ~poux que disputes,
querelles, inqui~tudes, luttes et soucis continuels. Vail~ pourquoi
il vaudrait mieux ne point se marier et servir Dieu, notre Seigneur
et ses saints bien-aim~s, lesquels aussi ont v~cu sous l'ob~dience
et la chastete; c'est 11 la vie la plus douce et la plus tranquille .
. • • Eh bien! mariez-vous, et je vous promets la joie pour un an,
au cas favorable. Tenez-vous enfin, plus sages, ~ couler des jours
doux et agreables jusqu'~ la fin de votre vie, vivez chaste~ent et
purement, cornme nous devrions faire nous autres pr@tres et religieux,
car il est hors de doute que se charger des liens de la vie conjugale,
c'est s'imposer un lourd fardeau.58

55Ephesians 5:29.
56calvin, "The Epistle to the Ephesians," New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 11, Galatians, p. 205.
57calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, pp. 129-30.
58"Instead of finding in marriage peace, happiness, it too often
happens that it results for the couple only in disputes, quarrels,
anxieties, continual fights and worries. That is why it would be better
not to marry and instead serve God, our Lord and His beloved saints,
who have also lived in obedience and chastity; this is the sweetest and
calmest life. • • • Well! get married, and I promise you joy for a year,
at the best. Finally, be wiser, . living out sweet and pleasant days
until the end of your life in chastity and purity, as we, priests and
clergymen, should do, because it is doubtless that to trouble yourself
with marital ties, is to impose upon oneself a heavy burden." Bi~ler,

l~ 7

Marriage, as Calvin was aware, had fallen into disrepute.
was also conscious of the difficulties it could involve.

He

But he de-

nounced the sentiments expressed in the sayings, "a wife is a necessary
evil," or "a woman is one of the greatest of evils," referring to the
instigators of such as of the ·devil. 59

Through the Gospel he saw the

possibility of the restoration of the pristine marriage pattern. 60
In Eden marriage had been instituted for the procreation of
children.

After the fall lust became a chief disruptive element in the

male-female relationship requiring marriage as the remedy.61
raged unabated where marriage was prohibited was plain.

That lust

One need not

look beyond the avowedly celibate clergy to see what sickness went
unchecked when the cure of marriage was denied.

.,.I

"God punished the pre-

sumption of those who despised marriage and made rash vows of everlasting continency," determined Calvin, "first by the secret fires of lust,
and then with horrible and filthy practices. 1162

God veiled in marriage,

though, whatever evil taint there might be associated with sex so that
the marital relation between a husband and wife was viewed by Him as
being "proper and holy; • • • the institution of God." 63

But the be-

L'homme, p. 21, citing A Meray; La vie au ·temps des libres pr~cheurs ou
les devanciers de Luther et de Rabelais; croyan.c:es, ~sages et ·moeurs
intimes dez XIVe, xve. et XVIe siecles (Paris, 1878), t. 11, P• 139-:59calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians, p.
135.
60

Bi~ler, L'homme, p. 44.

61 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians, p.
136.
62

63

Ibid., p. ll•2.
Ibid., p. 140; cf. Institutes, II. viii, 44.

48

liever was not to be so controlled by passion that he had no time for
God.

Sex in marriage was to be used moderately and with self-control. 64
Times might arise, allowed Calvin, when by mutual consent a

husband and wife would agree to a period of continence.

This was not

to be a permanent arrangement, 65 but one freeing the partners for a
period of fasting and prayer, as, for example, when God Himself forbade
sexual relations among the Israelites prior to the giving of the Law.
This, however, did not sanction lifelong celibacy, but only made it
possible for Israel to free themselves from all other temporal considerations and to give a fully reverent reception to the Law, Calvin
inferrea. 66

By recognizing that a temporary vow of continence must be

by mutual consent, Calvin acknowledged the full equality of woman in
sex:

a married man does not own his own body, but it belongs to his

wife, and vice versa.

I~

his view both are responsible for faithfulness

in marriage; therefore both must have full sex rights.67

This equality

of privilege and duty was in direct opposition to the prevailing Roman
Catholic practice which allowed married persons, whether male or female,

64 rbid .. , p. 159; cf. John Calvin, "The Epistle to the Hebrews,"
The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews and the First and Second
Epistles of St. Peter, trans. 1ililliam B. Johnston, Vol. 12, Calvin•"s
New Testament Commentaries, eds. David W. Torrance and Thomas F.
Torrance (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1963), p. 206.
65 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
p. 138.

66 John Calvin, Cor.imentaries on the Four Last Books of Hoses
arranged in the Form of a Harmony, trans. Charles W. Bingham, Vol. 1,
Calvin's Commentaries (Edinburgh: Calvin Translation Society, 1852),
p. 324.
~~~-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-~~~~~~-

6 7calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
p. 137.
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to renounce their spouse and take up the religious life.

In binding

the husband to the wife, without giving him recourse to the monastery,
Calvin gave women added protection against abandonment; however, the
reverse side prevented the escape of a woman into a cloister who so
desired thereby to free herself of her husband.
Calvin, as earlier indicated, asserted that marriage was
instituted for the procreation of

~hildren,

only function of woman in marriage.

but sex partner was not the

Calvin declared that, contrary to

some interpreters, woman is "good" not just because of her ·capacity for
child-bearing, but because she is man's life partner as well.

She was

not made only to be "the companion of his chamber," but to "be the in· t e of hi·s 11·fe." 68
separable associa

With immorality rampant, "love"

being made the subject of low songs, and the anti-matrimonial notions
of courtly love still within memory, it is understandable that the
reformers, Calvin included, put a great deal of emphasis on the duties
of marriage, including sex.

One catches a glimpse· here, though, of at

least a thought in Calvin's mind of the import of companionship in
marriage.
Calvin, with Luther, saw vocation as including all earthly
callings, and motherhood was considered a vocation in the Calvinist
scheme.

When associated with faith and love, child-bearing "is an act

of obedience pleasing to God. 1169

In words reminiscent of Luther, Calvin

declared that a woman who accepts the vocation God has assigned her, not
refusing the discomforts associated with childbirth or any of the other

68calvin, Calvin's Commentaries, Genesis, Vol. 1, p. 131.
69 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Tim~th~, p. 220.

problems connected with child-rearinr,, pleases God more than
were to make some great display of heroic virtues and refuse
the vocation given her by God. 1170

To have many offspring wa:

Calvin's estimation a blessing from God.71
The Christian husband, too, fulfilled God's will.

WJ

ting the · pleasure of isolated retirement, Calvin noted that

t

meekness did not allow one to hate mankind and flee "those d·
the Lord has especially commanded. 11

More pleasing to God wa:

man, "clear and free of all greed, ambition, and other lusts

flesh, keep[ing] before him the purpose of serving God in a ·
calling. 11 72
While Calvin's writings give evidence of his concern
affairs, it is noted that his comments on homemaking were le
than those of Luther.

This is perhaps due to his more priva

the shorter duration of his own marriage, his lack of surviv
and the embarrassment brought him by his stepdaughter, Judit
Marriage, believed Calvin, should be an unbreakable
husband and wife as one, a covenant solemnized by God's name
dependent upon man's good pleasure.

Since it was so sacred

nent, those "having entered on. marriage, • . • should hope t
will help • • • if, contrary to [their] expectations, things

70rbid., p. 219.

71John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Psalms, tran
Anderson, Vol. 5, Calvin's Commentaries (Edinburgh: Calvin
Society, 1849), p. 117.
72 calvin, Institutes, IV. xiii. 16.
73 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corin
pp. llt6-47.
;
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But while emphasizing its permanence and the blessings that could be
reaped, Calvin was realistic enough to admit that sin would cause some
marriages to fail.

In his stand Calvin aligned himself neither com-

pletely with Luther nor with the Roman Catholic church:

He was wholly

opposed to the position taken by Luther early in his career that bigamy
was preferable to divorce.

If a wife is no longer loved by her husband,

he reasoned, it is more desirable that he "repudiate her than that she
should be retained as a captive, and consumed with grief by the introduction of a second wife."74
Unlike the Roman church, with its absolute stand against
divorce, Calvin entertained four causes for dissolution of marriage.
First was impotence or inability to have intercourse. 75
simply voided this marriage contract. 76

Annulment

Religious difference consti-

tuted a second ground for divorce, if the circwnstances were extreme.
Should one married to a spouse of dissimilar beliefs face persecution
and be forced to flee his homeland, he could obtain a divorce i.f his
spouse refused to accompany him in the flight.
privilege of remarriage.

He was also granted the

Calvin still respected the subjection of wife

to husband here, though, as he stressed.the duty of a believing wife to

73 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
pp. 146-47.
74 cal vin, Calvin's Connnen taries, Genesis, Vol. 2 (1850) , p. 133.
But having been put away she was not free to remarry.

75 Georgia Harkness, John Calvin: The Man and His Ethics
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1958), p. 136, citing Calvini Opera, xxix,
260. Hereafter cited as Opera. Sterility was not included in this
provision.
76 rbid. , p. 148, citing Opera, XA, 110.
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remain with her husband as long as possible, while the believing husband
was not urged to persevere for as long a time. 77
Adultery was a third cause for divorce.

Calvin saw adultery as

a heinous crime by which the oneness of the man and woman was violated.

That this oneness typified the unity of the Trinity only added to the
horror.

An adulterer, furthermore, violated that covenant made before

God, "without which .no sound holiness can continue to exist in the
world."78

Since marriage was established by God and formed the basis

of society, its disruption was a grave danger.

Calvin felt it should

be stiffly punished, and he condoned the Mosaic practice of stoning
offenders,

79

notwithstanding the example of Christ in pardoning the

woman taken in adultery.SO
themselves, he argued. 81

Those sanctioning adultery were guilty
In light of Calvin's hard line, it is inter-

esting to note that the Genevan punishment for adultery was only nine
days in jail and a variable fine. 82

77Ibid., pp. 151-52; see Opera, XA, 241.
78John Calvin, The Gospel According to St. John 1-10, trans.
T. H. L. Parker, Vol. 4, Calvin's New Testament Commentaries, eds. David
W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B.
Eerdmans, 1959), p. 209.
79Harkness, Ethics, p. 131, citing Opera, XX.VIII, 51, 52, 53.

80 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 4, John 1-10, p. 209.
81 Harkness, Ethics, pp. 131-32, citing Oper~, XXIV, 653.
on Job 31: 9-15.
82

Sermon

calvin, "The Ordinances for the Supervision of Churches in
the Country," Jreatises, p. 82. Harkness suggests that this shows the
power of the Libertine party in blocking more stringent penalties;
see Harkness, Ethics, p. 130.
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The last ground for divorce was desertion or abandonment.
was presumed that the deserter had probably committed adultery. 8 3

It
The

deserted partner was duty-bound to search for his spouse and make
public announcement of the desertion.
were to be reconciled.

If the spouse returned, they

Otherwise, the partner was free after a time and

could remarry.84
Calvin's divorce regulations reflected his position of equality
between male and female in sex.

Either party could instigate divorce

procedings, guilty parties of either sex receiving the same treatment
and punishment.
and women.

Pre- and post-divorce rights were identical for men

Thus women of Calvinist persuasion, though subjugated to men

in all other areas, were granted at least a first measure of equality in
sex and divorce.
In matters pertaining to the church, Calvin gave women a restricted role.

He had no doubt that women were worthy church members,

noting in his commentaries that the New Testament had applied the name
"disciple" to a woman (Dorcas) as well as to men,85 and that women had
waited for the descent of the Spirit alongside of men.86

In the spirit-

ual kingdom men and women were on an equal footing, but in the visible
church, the distinctions of status--man as the superior, woman as the

w. Fred Graham, _T_h_e~C_o_n_s_t_r_u_c~t_iv~e~R_e_v_o_l_u_t_i_o_n_a_r_y~:~_J_o_h_n~C_a_l_v_i_·n_
and His Socio-Economic Impact (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1971), p.
154.
83

Bl+

Harkness, Ethics, pp. 150-51, citing Opera, XA, 111-12.

85John Calvin, The Acts of the Apostles, 1-13, trans. John W.
Fraser and W. J. G. McDonald, Vol. 6, Calvin's- New Testament Commentaries, eds. David W. Torrance and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1965), p. 278.
86 Ibid., p. 38.
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inferior--must be retained.

For a woman to presume to teach in the

church, when she was "born to obey," would be, Calvin maintained, "a
sort of mingling of earth and heaven."

She was to teach her household,

but was not to assume the authority implicit in the teaching office.87
How could a woman, who is a subject part of the body of the church,
attempt to be its head, teaching and overseeing the whole body?

Very

unsuitable, reasoned Calvin. 88
The New Testament relates two accounts of women teachers or
prophets, and Calvin did not neglect thpse.

In discussing the work of

the four prophetess daughters of Philip, Calvin reinforced his position
that women must remain silent in public worship, interpolating that the
Holy Spirit would not work in a manner that would run counter to God's
order and that therefore "one may well believe that [the daughters]
prophesied at home, or in a private place, outside the public meeting.89

The account of Priscilla, who instructed Apollos, is for Calvin

further evidence that women who taught did so in private, so as not to
disturb the natural order.90
It is strange that Calvin could be so adamant about woman maintaining her proper station, while at the same time allowing that such
rules as the veiling and silence of women in church were based on
expediency and custom.

"Does reiigion consist in a woman's shawl?" he

87calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, p. 217.
88 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
pp. 306-07.
89

calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 7, Acts 14-28,

p. 195.

goibid., p. 145.
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asked.

"There is a place where it is no less proper for her to speak

than elsewhere to remain silent."

He then concluded that "the estab-

lished. custom of the region, or humanity itself and the rule of modesty,
dictate what is to be done or avoided in these matters. 11 91
Calvin may have been seeking to avoid the disorderly chatter of
women during church; he specifically isolated this problem in the
Corinthian church, stating that this disruption was given great liberty,
and that because of this Paul forbade women to speak, even in teaching
or prophesying.

But Calvin added this key phrase:

"we should under-

stand this as referring to the situation where things can be done in the
regular way, or where the Church is well established."

There might be

a situation "where there is a need of such a kind as calls for a woman
to speak.

But Paul was confining himself to what is fitting in a

properly organized congregation. 1192

Calvin saw that circumstances might

necessitate feminine equality, but felt that woman should take up again
her subordinate position as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, Calvin

gave no more specific ·example of when or under what circumstances such
equality might be tolerated.
In mentioning that Paul's order that women not speak in church
arose partly because of a specific abuse in the Corinthian church,
Calvin leaves room for the suggestion that perhaps women's silence and
passivity in church was historically conditioned.

Calvin, though,

certainly concurred with Paul's counsel that, "As in all the churches of

91calvin, Institutes, IV. x. 31.
92 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
p. 306.
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the saints, the women should keep silence. 11 93

His view appears to be

slightly more pragmatic than that of Luther, who would only allow women
to take an active role if no men were present.
Pragmatism, however, did not influence Calvin's position on the
question of whether women could, in cases of emergency, perform the rite
of baptism.

Under no circumstances was a woman to baptize.

Christ

ordered his apostles--heralds of the gospel--to baptize, and He did not
make this activity part of the domain of all believers.

The two func-

tions, "heralds of the gospel and ministers of baptism," were, in
Calvin's opinion, inexorably joined by Christ.
mitted to baptize, the link would be broken.

Should women be perCalvin used the injunction

that man should not "put asunder what God has joined together" to prove
that it is a serious sin for women to baptize because "it is plain that
a rule given by Christ is violated. 11 94
In Calvin's view, there was no such thing as an emergency
baptism.

The infant mortality rate in the sixteenth century was high

and, in cases where the baby would not survive more than a short time,
midwives had been allowed to baptize a baby, since it was felt that this
was necessary to ensure the salvation of the child.
along with the practice.

Luther had gone

But Calvin, holding that baptism was not vital

for salvation, rejected it.

Baptism, he held, was the outward sign of

reception into the church after the believer had received the promise of
God.

He rejected baptism by midwives, reasoning that infants will not

be kept from heaven "just because they happen to depart the present life

931 Corinthians 14:33-34.

94c a 1 vin,
.
.:I ns t'1tutes, IV • xv. 20 , 22 , an d n.

/~3.

51
before they have peen immersed in water. 1195

With baptism not being

absolutely essential for salvation, there was no need for a woman to
overstep her bounds and administer the sacrament.
As in the family setting and the church, women in society were
appropriately under male rule, all women, virgin or married, being subject to men, according to Calvin.9 6

Though there have been exceptional

cases where God has seen fit to choose a woman ruler, such as Deborah,
this must be understood as only an exception and not as an excuse for
women to seek unnatural roles.9 7

For a woman to rule went contrary to

the divine order and gave evidence of God's displeasure; however, men
were not to take it upon themselves to right the situation, but were
to leave the rectification to God.98

Unlike his Scottish colleague,

John Knox, Calvin did not fulminate about women rulers.99

In fact,

Calvin corresponded with royal women, such as the Queen of Navarre and
the Duchess of Ferrara.

Upon the death of the King of Navarre, Calvin

.
h er a dvice.
.
100
wro t e to th e queen g i ving

In looking back over Calvin's statements regarding women, it is
apparent that he made a determined effort to show the true subordination

95Ibid., IV. xv. 22. ·

96 calvin, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 9, I Corinthians,
p. 233.

97calv:i.n, New Testament Commentaries, Vol. 10, Timothy, p. 217.

98Harkn2ss, Ethics, pp. 154-55, citing Opera, XV, 92, 125.
99see John Knox, The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the
Hons trous Rc s irr.ent

of Women.

lOO John Calvin, J... etters of John Calvin, Vol. 4, ed. Jules Bonnet,

trans. Marcus Robert Gilchrist, reprinted from orig. 1858 ed. in
llrooklyn Public Library (New York: Burt Franklin, 1972), pp. 290-94,
Calvin to the Queen of Navarre, Geneva, January 20, 1563.
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of the feminine half of society in every area of life, with the impertant exception of sexual rights.

In the church, government and home,

woman's duty was to obey, as she was born to do.
Despite Calvin's well-thought-out theology regarding women, he
found them more difficult to deal with in person than in theory.
life in Geneva was anything but a cakewalk.

His

Any time one man attains

the position of pre-eminence which Calvin did, he is bound to be invalved in some difficult and strained situations.
with the arbitrary position of the

alli~d

He was forced to deal

city of Bern in church polity

as well as with the liberal members of his own city council, and he ran
headlong into some of the leading citizens of his city.
With the exception of the three-year period between 1538 and

1541, Calvin remained master of Geneva.

During his ascendancy prosti-

tution was effectively banned, although the baths remained for years
after the Reformation.

The Sumptuary Laws of 1558 set guidelines for

reducing the tremendous amount of money spent on food and display, thus
bridging the class gap to some extent. 1 01

Some think that these laws

were promulgated by a narrow-minded, repressed man, determined to
inhibit everyone else.

Calvin, however, did not prohibit beauty in

clothing--far from it.

He credited God with creating the materials and

with giving artistic skill.

His real enemies were vanity and pride in

display, and he sought to inculcate the virtues of modesty and temperance in both men and women. 1 02

When one reads accounts of the excessive

101Graham, Revolutionary, _p. 110.

102 calvi.n, "The First and Second Epistle of Peter," New Testament
C<?.mrr.cn taries, Vol. 12, Hebrews, p. 281.
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opulence found in Geneva at the time, he is convinced of the need for
Calvin's moderate views.
Not all of Geneva's citizens were willing to submit graciously
to the proposed rules affecting their life style.

Dancing, opposed

by the authorities long before Calvin's arrival, was interdicted in
Calvin's Geneva and proved to be the excuse for a showdown between
Calvin and several of the leading families of the city.

The occasion

was a wedding attended by members of the Favre, Corna, and Perrin families.

Being called to account before the Consistory for their dancing,

most of the guilty parties lied about their conduct.

Most amazing was

the vehemence of Francoise Favre Perrin against the Consistory.

She

used the opportunity to deride and threaten Calvin, charging, "You wish
to drink the blood of our family, but you will leave Geneva before we
do. 11103

He replied that the Favres were subject to the laws just as

everyone else was and indicated that "a new city must be built for them,
in which they might live apart, unless they were willing to be restrained by us here under the yoke of Christ."

Calvin's determination to

maintain equality of discipline under the law was reaffirmed as he added
that even if there were "as many diadems in the house of the Favres as
frenzied heads, that would be no barrier to the Lord being superior."l04
Francoise, with all the rest, was·imprisoned.
The punishment meted out did not deter Francoise from further
dancing.

She ·was again called before the Consistory for the offence,

l0 3 nugh Y. Reyburn, John Calvin: His I.. ife, Let.t ers, and Work
(London: Hodcir;r and Stough ton, 1914) , p. 138.
104 calvin, Letters, Vol. 2, p. 53, Calvin to Farel, April, 1546.
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and again she lashed out in a furious tirade, "vomit[ing] forth more
venom than on any previous occasion."

In self-defense she asserted that

she was not subject to the Consistory as were common criminals.

After

insulting an officer, calling him a "coarse swineherd" and a "malicious
.
.
d •105
li ar, " s h e was re1mpr1sone

Escaping, she accidentally met the

officer whom she had abused, and she tried to run him down and trample
him with her horse. · Fortunately for the officer, she was re-arrested
and jailed • 106
In the case of Francoise Favre Perrin, we see an uriusual woman
with whom Calvin had to deal.

Although she resorted to personal abuse,

Calvin's treatment of her was characterized by fairness, equity,
patience, and mercy.

Despite her calumny, Calvin advised that she be

forgiven of all her past offenses "if she shewed anything to warrant a
hope of repentance. 11 107

Evidencing his cool self-control, he vowed to

"treat her not according to what she deserves, but according to what my
office demands." 108
Not only did Calvin assist in judging cases, but he had a major
influence on the laws of Geneva.

As the Bible teaches and the Catholic

church had held for centuries, Calvin believed that sexual relations
were only allowable in marriage.

Genevans convicted of fornication were

sentenced to six days in jail on bread and water and a sixty sous fine.

lOSibid., p. 122, Calvin to Viret, July 2, 1547.

l0 6Rey b urn, Ca 1 vi.n,
.
p. 140 •

lO]C~a 1vin,
.
Letters, Vo 1 • 2 , p. 138 , Ca 1vin
' to Fare 1 , G1eneva,
August 21, 1547.
lOSibid.
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Engaged persons who fornicated suffered likewise.

109

Engagement

promises in Geneva were no light thing--they were as binding as the
marriage vow itself, unless one could prove that it had been a drinking
vow, that the girl had deceived her betrothed concerning her virginity,
or that one party suffered from a contagious or terminal disease.
Legitimate betrothals had to be consummated within six weeks; if the
engaged persons dallied, they were admonished, then compelled by the
.
.
110
to consummate t h e marriage.
Cons1story

In education Calvin favored parity for women.

All Genevan

children were to be educated, with the girls' schools being separate
from the boys. 111

Under Calvin's leadership the Genevan Academy, later

the University of Geneva, was established and educated girls as well as
boys.
Contrary as it may seem to the intense, puritanical image we
have of him, Calvin at times involved himself in matrimonial matchmaking.

He was active in the search for suitable wives for several

young men, one of whom was his friend, Viret.

Beauty, virtue, modest

upbringing, education and dowry proved to be qualities commending their

109calvin, "The Ordinances for the Supervision of Churches in the
Country," Treatises, p. 82.
llOHarkness, Ethics, p. 140, citing Opera, XA, 107.
111 calvin, "Draft Ecclesiastical Ordinances September and
October J.Sltl," Treatises, p. 63. This was already the practice in the
city. That girls were already receiving an education can be seen in
Holbein's work. See John Martin Vincent, Switzerland at the Beginning
of the Sixteenth Century, Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political Science, eds. J. IL Hollander, J. M. Vincent, and
W.W. Willoughby, reprinted from 1904 ed. (New York: AMS Press, 1971),
p. 41.
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possessor to him. 1 12

The matchmaker was himself pursued, also.

One

woman "offered herself as his wife, his servant, his tablemaid, anything,
if only she were allowed to live under the same roof with him and see
him."

Needless to say, Calvin avoided her. 1 13
At the age of thirty-one Calvin married a widowed member of his

Strassbourg congregation, Idelette de Bure.

Two other attempts to

negotiate a suitable marriage fell through before Calvin selected her.

In writing to Fare! of the virtues he sought in a wife, Calvin admitted,
am none of those insane lovers ·who embrace also the vices of
those they are in love with, where they are smitten at first sight
with a fine figure. This only is the beauty which allures me, if
she is chaste, if not too nice or fastidious, if economical, if
patienti if there is hope that she will be interested about my
health. 14
I

He found virtue and beauty, too, in Idelette, of whom he would later
write, "she was the faithful helper of my ministry. 1111 5

In her first

'

marriage to the former Anabaptist, Jean Stordeur, she had not had the
marriage sanctioned by the civil power, since Anabaptists denied its
authority.

This gave rise to the story circulated by Francoise Perrin

that she was a harlot. 116

So even the little-known Idelette, though to

a much lesser degree than her more famous counterpart, Katie Luther,
was the victim of scandalous rumor.

112 calvin, Letters, Vol. 3, p. 427, Calvin to Farel, Geneva,
July 1, 1558.
113 Reyburn, Calvin, p. 332.

114 calvin, Letters, Vol. 1, p. 141, Calvin to Farel, Strasbourg,
May 19, 1539.
115

Ibid., Vol. 2, p. 216, Calvin to Viret, April 7, 1549.

116 Ibid., p. 138, n. 2, Calvin to Farel, Geneva, August 21,

1547.
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Whereas the activities of the Luther household are recounted
in detail, virtually nothing is known of Calvin's married life.
Idelette brought with her two children by her first marriage, one of
whom, Judith, later brought shame to Calvin's household by her adultery
with a hunch-backed servant.

Following the birth of a son, who died

shortly after, Idelette's health declined until her death in 1549.
Calvin grieved much, but fought to bear up under his bereavement.

He

eulogized his wife, claiming that he had lost "the best companion of
my life, of one who, had it been so

ord~red,

would not only have been

the willing sharer of my indigence, but even of my death • • . . From
her I never experienced the slightest hindrance. 11117
Having seen Calvin's position on women in the theological and
practical realms, one asks, what is the legacy of Calvin to Protestant
womanhood?

Clearly, Calvin did not see himself as a promoter of the

rights of women.

His views on the subject pointed backwards to Paul

rather than forward to a liberation movement.

The gains for women in

the areas of sex and divorce seem to have resulted accidentally from
his attempt to free social relationships from the web in which the
centuries of Roman Catholic dominati.on had entangled them.
In calling for obedience to the letter of Scripture, Calvin
denied or' ignored the historical ·c onditioning of the Bible.

Yet at

times he appears to recognize it inadvertently when he found it useful.
His mm personality and the experiences he encountered in Geneva undeniably colored his interpretation of Scripture.

He was faced there

with a grossly iramoral populace . in dire need of spiritual direction, and

117rbid., p. 216, Calvin to Viret, April 7, 1549.
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with such people as Francoise Perrin.

It must also be remembered that

Calvin was basically an introvert and given to introspection •
. Outside the areas of sex and. divorce, Calvin did not advance
beyond the initial steps taken by Luther, and in the matter of women
performing baptism, his position was more archaic even than in
Catholicism.

While Calvin echoed the Lutheran position on celibacy,

marriage, and home life, it came at a time when such views were commonly
accepted in reformed lands, and thus it lacked the dynamic impact of
Luther's writings.

One comes away from Calvin's writings, ·not thrilled

with the glories of marriage and womanhood that one can find in Luther,
but weighed down with woman's duties and subjection.
Calvin's major contribution was his application of Protestant
beliefs in the practical realm.

In Genevan marriage laws, men and women

were treated on an equal footing.
show a dedication to fairness.

Calvin's personal dealings with women

In the area of sex, women were given

the exact rights and responsibilities given to men.

Most of all, by

advancing the concept of woman as the complement of man, whereby he becmne wholly man, Calvin gave an added dimension. to the marriage relationship.

So while Calvin the theologian was not a great promoter of

women's rights, Calvin the lawyer gave women one small step forward.

Chapter 4

ANABAPTISTS AND TIIE IDEA OF WOMANHOOD IN TIIE RADICAL REFORMATION
The Anabaptists, though despised by Luther, Calvin, and most
contemporaries, formed a third strand of sixteenth century Protestantism.

Their independent positions, including the unique .stand on

believers' baptism, made them suspect to both reformers and Catholics.
Unlike the Lutheran and Reformed branches of Protestantism, the Anabaptist movement did not center around a single charismatic leader,
although men such as Menno Simons, Melchior Hoffmann, Felix Mann,
Conrad Grebel, and Nelchoir Rinck were prominent.

Consequently, any

attempt to reconstitute Anabaptist teaching and practice in the area of
women and domestic relations must deal with a composite picture given ·
by several groups and individuals.
The Anabaptists adhered to the Reformation principles in their
broad outline.

Indeed, Anabaptism, like Puritanism, arose because

believers felt that reformation had not been pushed far enough.

The

emphases of Anabaptism which separated it from mainline Protestantism
can be summed up in four points • . First, since baptism was a sign of
faith and willingness to be part of God's church, it could only be
adadnistered to adults requesting it.

Next, the Anabaptists held a

unique position regarding sanctification falling somewhere between the
Protestant and Catholic views.

Man could do nothing .to merit salvation,

but he was bound · to fulfill God's law to the best of his ability.
Third, they held that they constituted the true church and must neces65
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sarily be separate from the world.

Strict discipline, under threat of

excommunication, encouraged the believers to lead holy lives.

Finally,

adherents within the community treated each other as brothers and
sisters in Christ.

This led to the practice of Christian charity and

voluntary benevolence. 1
One Anabaptist belief which exposed them to extraordinary
suspicion was that of church-state separation.

Christians, they

reasoned, could handle their own discipline; government's only function
was to keep order among the unregenerate.

Some Anabaptists completely

denied the authority of the civil magistrates and, for example, felt
no necessity to solemnize marriages before them. 2

In the super-

religious atmosphere of the sixteenth century, with everyone trying to
impose his own Christian regime on his fellows, and where citizenship
and church membership were identical, such beliefs were considered
anarchical.

As a result, Anabaptists received the sentence of death

from Protestants and Catholics alike. 3
Certainly fear deterred many from accepting Anabaptism, and the
extermination of its leaders not only hindered its spread, but lowered

!Historians have generally pictured the Anabaptists as communists, denying the right to private property and holding all things
in common. This was not the rule, however. Host allowed private
property and espoused a voluntary sharing of means with brothers and
sisters in need. See Peter James Klassen, The Economics of Anabaptism
1525-1560, Studies in European History, Vol. 3 (The Hague: Mouton and
Company, 1964), p. 28.
2 see the case of Idelette de Bure, in .Calvin, Letters, Vol. 2,
p. 138, n. 2, Calvin to Farel, Geneva, August 21, 1547.
3only Philip of Hesse refused to execute them for their faith.
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its educational level and its theological output.4

Yet persecution kept

it a movement which attracted the common man, and thus saved it from the

petrification of the state churches.
Since Anabaptists were of necessity underground groups, written
records of members such as baptismal or marriage records are lacking.
What lists of them we have in some locales resulted from the efforts of
sixteenth century officials to discover their identities. 5

In the

documents studied by Claus-Peter Clasen, 68% of those identified by sex
were male and only 32% were female. 6

Though apparently vas·tly out-

numbered, Anabaptist women still played a significant part in the movement, as can be seen in the glimpses of them to be found in marital and
church-related roles.
In contrast with Luther and Calvin, whose treatises, commentaries, and correspondence amply reveal their view of ,women, Anabaptist
writers infrequently dealt with the subject of women.

One writer of a

Confession of Faith seemed to be theologically akin to Calvin in his
estimation of woman's responsibility for the fall.

"The woman, created

last, was first deceived, and turned her ears away from God to Satan,"
he declared.

She seduced her husband also into sin, through which they

"fell under the wrath and disfavor of God, and, with their posterity,
became subject that very day to temporal and eternal death."

With

4 There were "fewer educated women • • • than among other
Protestants, for when the learned leaders were plucked, literacy declined." Bainton, Women, pp. 151-52.
5 claus-Peter Clasen, Anabaptism: A Social History, 1525-1618:
Switzerland, Austria, Moravia, South and Central Germany (Ithaca, New
York: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. xvii.
6 Ibid., p. 334.
1525 and 1618.

Figures based on 8,886 Anabaptists between

68

Calvin, he saw woman as the "chief transgressor," properly punished by
having

"to subject her will and power to the man," and to "bring forth

her children in pain and anguish." 7
Like other Protestants of their day, Anabaptists confirmed the
proper subordination of woman to man.

If the author of the Confession

of Faith cited above can be taken as typical, it would appear that they
were aligned more with Luther than Calvin in believing that this subordination was a result of the fall and did not pre-date it.
Despite their acceptance of

fem~lle

subordination, the Ana-

baptists promoted one of the most beneficial concepts of womanhood in
Christendom, that of sisterhood.

Lutheran and Calvinist husbands were

enjoined to "love their wives as Christ loved the Church."

Anabaptist

husbands were responsible to their wives because they were sisters in
Christ.

Numerous letters from imprisoned Anabaptist husbands salute

their wives as "chosen" wife and sister. 8

The concept of sister in

Christ indicates a sense of equality before God which they felt keenly.
Every Anabaptist had requested baptism at an age when he could comprehend its significance.

Each had elected membership in the community of

believers and could be referred to as a "chosen" person by the body of
believers.

Thus an Anabaptist woman could more truly be seen as a

sister in Christ than a woman of a church where every person born in the

7Thieleman J. van Bracht, The Bloody Theater Martyrs Mirror of
th;:_pefenseless Chris ti ans vn10 Baptized Only Upon Confession of Faith,
and Who Suffered and Died for the Testimony of Jesus, Their Savior,
from the Time ~C"hr-ist to the Year A.D. 1660, trans. Joseph F. Sohm,
8th ed. (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1968), p. 377.
8see for example ibid., p. 677.
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locale was automatically baptized in infancy.

To remain within the

community required adherence to a disciplined life-style.

The same

holiness was required of husbands and wives--brothers and sisters--in
the community.
sin.

Partners were considered equals in the battle against

In an underground, persecuted church, husbands and wives both

needed to persevere in the faith.

With suffering a reality, husbands

and wives viewed each other as compatriots, fellow fighters in the
faith.

Such conditions would tend to lead to a more egalitarian view

between partners.
Strong community feeling among Anabaptists and the use of peer
pressure as motivation to holy living created a unique marital problem
among them.

If a member failed to live a circumspect life, the group

imposed "the ban" upon him, by which he was shunned completely by all
members until he could give evidence of repetance and a changed life.
Originally the ban was, as Menno Simons articulated, "a work of love,"
designed to reprove sinners and lead them back into the holy life. 9

In

his view, avoidance must be practiced on any backslider, "whether it be
husband or wife, parents or children. ulO

Menno was not one to coerce

marriage partners when they did not agree willingly to shun each other.
When Swaen Rutgers of Emden did not wish to shun her husband, Menno
wrote to her congregation counseling leniency in her case.11

9Guy F. Hershberger, The Recovery of the Anabaptist Vision
(Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1957), p. 80, citing W. J.
Kuhler, Geschiedenis der Nederlansche Doopsgezinden in de zestiende
eeuw (Haarlem, 1932), p. 239.
lOMenno Simons, The Complete Writings of Menno Simons c~ 1496. ·1561, trans. Leonard Verduin, ed. John Christian Wenger (Scottdale,
Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1956), p. 478.
llrbid.; p. 27.
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Whether the ban should entail avoidance in spiritual matters
only or should extend to all areas of life was a question which split
the Mennonites into rival factions.

Leenaert Bouwens and Dirk Philips

led a group of those who favored the broader interpretation.

On several

occasions it was reported that such a band of radicals stole away a
spouse who was undecided on whether or not to leave the banned partner.
Human emotions did not seem to sway their actions as can be seen by
the following description:
Although the banned husband· pleaded and requested with tears, with
his poor innocent children, with great pathetic and pitiful cries
and weeping that the unbanned mother might be pernitted to stay
with her poor little children, this did no good and they would not
be moved to pity by such a sad situation.
Sometimes men were not told for the rest of their lives what had befallen their wives. 12
Among the Hutterites a disciplined spouse was denied all communication with the believing partner.

The brotherhood alone decided if the

renegade could be received back into fellowship.

Sometimes upon re-

admittance to the group a new marriage ceremony was performed. 13
The end of the sixteenth century saw moderation being called for
in the exercise of the ban, in some cases by the governmental authorities.

The States of Friesland in 1597 actually went so far as to pro-

hibit the ban where complete separation would follow "and bring in its

l2uarold s. Bender and Christian Neff, "Marital Avoidance,"
Mennonite Encyclopedia, Vol. 3, eds. Harold S. Bender and C. Henry
Smlth (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Nennonite Publishing House, 1955-59),
p. 487, citing Y. Buruma, Het huwelijk der Doopsgezinden in de
aestiende eeuw (1911).
13aarold S. Bender and Ernst H. Correll, "Marriage," Ibid.,
Vol. 3, p. 50 6.
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train other avoidance of civil and domestic life and living." 14
To

on-lookers from other parts of Christendom the use of the ban

must have seemed to be a setting aside of necessary order in marriage.
Especially Luther, who felt that a woman must obey her husband, whether
or not he was a believer, and .Calvin, who with Luther placed such ernphasis on sexual rights in marriage, must have been appalled.

Because the

ban applied alike to both sexes, though, it can be considered as a mark
of equality within Anabaptism.
Some Hutterite practices should , not be considered as typically
Anabaptist because of their extreme isolation and radical, communistic
life .. But because their life is more fully portrayed in historical
records than other Anabaptist groups, they give us an interesting pieture of domesticity in an Anabaptist fellowship.
Romance, at least theoretically, had no place in the Hutterite
community. 15

The purpose of marriage was, for them, to produce children

in accordance with God's command. 16

The ministers of God, rather than

human affections, were to be trusted in arranging . marriages.

A uni-

versity professor, Stefan Gerlach, visited a Hutterite settlement in

1578 and wrote describing the marriage practices thus:
On a certain Sunday of the year the elders call all young people
together and place the boys on one side and the girls on the other
side such that they face each other. Two or three boys are then

14Harold S. Bender and Christian Neff, "Marital Avoidance,"
Ibid., p. 487.

15 The Hutterites were not unusual in this.

Romance in marriage
was not stressed in the early Reformation by Luther. See Roland H.
Bainton, What Christianity Says About Sex, Love and Marriage (New York:
Association Press, 1957), p. 80.
16Robert Friedmann, "Marriage, Hutterite Practices," Mennonite
Encycloped:i..a, Vol. 3, p. 510.
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suggested to each girl, one of whom she has to accept. Of course
they are not really compelled, but on the other hand there is not
much chance to act against the counsel of the elders. 1 7
One couple was denied permission to marry because the boy had proposed
without the permission of the elders.18

If one refused the possible

mates, he was obliged to wait until the next pairing, which might not
come for six months.19
After the marriage ceremony a nuptial dinner was held at which
the men and women were segregated on opposite sides.

Following this,

couples were taken to their rooms in the community living quarters.

In

day to day life the couples would be together only in bed; each had his
own responsibilities during the day.

Normal family life was discour-

aged; even the parental affections were curbed by the Hutterites.

After

a child was weaned it was taken away from its parents to be reared in
the conununity nursery and boarding school system.
The Hutterites rationalized these unnatural practices by holding
that these practices were necessary to prevent marriage from

be~ng

carnally motivated and to ensure that children were properly instructed
in the faith.

However, it doubtless was not lost on the leadership that

in breaking up the normal family ties
strengthened.

t~e

community bond would be

Instead of the family being the unit of cohesion and

strength, the community would fill man's psychological need for

17rbid., p. s11.
18rbid., citing Peter Rideman, An Account of Our Religion,
Doctrine, and Faith (London: 1950), 25th Epistle.
19rbid., citing F. Hruby, ·Die Hiedertaufer in Mahren (Leipzig,
1935), p. 129.
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So far did the elders bend family ties that they would bury

a child without notification of the mother.2 1
At first glance it may appear that the Hutterite practice of
requiring each person, regardless of sex, to work in the community
raised the status of women to a position closer to that of men.

Such a

judgment, though, assumes that the role of homemaker dmmgrades woman.
That opinion was vehemently opposed in the Reformation by Luther, for
as he saw it, God's purpose involved people in the whole range of
vocations, from king to housewife.

Furthermore, women running a

sixteenth century household were not provided with the many conveniences
of our time; managing a home was a full-time responsibility.

If wives

were taken out of the household to do a different work, someone else had
to step in and perform the tasks which they no longer had time to do.
Two things raise the status of women:

freedom of opportunity

and a greater esteem in the eyes of both men and women.

It does not

appear that Hutterite women were given opportunities to function in
traditionally male capacities, such as the ministry or government
positions.

But it is probable that their status, along with their

other Anabaptist sisters, was elevated by the concept of brotherhood
and sisterhood in the church.
Misconceptions or over-generalizations about the Anabaptist
marriage

pract~ces

brought upon them the wrath of society at large.

Some off-shoot groups did hold radical, licentious positions.

The

practice of the Batenberger Anabaptists was especially revolting.

20cl.asen, ~ocial History, pp. 270-71.
2lrbid., p. 210.

Men
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were allowed as many wives as they could keep--some had up to six.
Wives addressed the husband as "lord," and sexual rights were completely
0

at his discretion.

Should a wife show resentment she could be, if the

husband so willed, taken to the woods and killed by the minister.

Ac-

cording to one report, a particular minister put to death six or seven
women.22
Another group, known as the Blood Brothers, held a form of
communion called Christerie, which was a cover for licentious behavior.
The service began with a sermon; then, at the minister's command, the
members went forth to "be fruitful and multiply."

They believed that

sexual intercourse was the greatest manifestation of fellowship and
that members of Christ's body should not limit the activity to one
spouse.

Religious justification for every man engaging in intercourse

with every woman was found in the belief that once men were forgiven of
sin, they could never sin again.
were declared sinless.

Children born of such "holy" unions

The communion emblems were interpreted fanci-

fully, with men being called the bread and women the wine.

The Blood

Brothers did not practice believers' baptism and denied having connection with the Anabaptists.

Yet in the public mind they typified the

immorality supposedly characteristic of the Anabaptists. 2 3
Bigamy as well as immorality was charged to the Anabaptists and
the charge was not without justification among the more radical ele-

22A. L. E. Verheyden, Anabaptism in Flanders, 1530-1650: A
Century of Struggle, Studies in Anabaptist and Mennonite History
(Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1961), pp. 22-23, n. 26, citing
Alfred Journez, "Fray Lorenco," in P. T'redencq, Travaux pratiques,
second fascile (rn1ent, 1884), pp. 61 f.
23 John S. Oyer. Lutheran Refon:!crs against Anabaptists: Luther,
Melanchthon and Menius and the Anaba?tists of Central Germany (The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1964), pp. 206-07.
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ments.

Rothmann, infamous leader of the Munster debacle, held polygamy

to be of divine origin.
could populate the earth.

In his view marriage was instituted so that man
Therefore it was not right that the pregnancy

or sterility of one wife should hinder a man from fulfilling the purpose
of God.

Furthermore, "if a man is dependent sexually upon one wife, she

leads him about 'like a bear on a rope.'"

Rothmann believed that women

in all places were "'getting the upper hand'" and that they should be
put back into their proper submission.24
One bizarre case involved the "spiritual marriage" ·of Nicholas
Frey and Elizabeth Pfersfelder.

Dereliction of family responsibilities

had led to Frey's exconnnunication by the Rottenburg-Windsheim group.
Thereafter Frey made the acquaintance of an upper class widow who, in
response to a vision, joined herself to Frey and was called his "Spiritual sister."

As an ingenious cover for his adultery, Frey dubbed

Elizabeth as the new Eve, and as Mary, "a virgin before her birth, during her birth, and after her birth, and as such the mother of all believers and the foundress of true Christian faith."

Marriage within the

community was made by Frey the means of Salvation.

Despite all this,

his first wife, Catherine, did not give up on him.

When she sought him

in Nuremberg she was physically assaulted by Elizabeth.
the blow an attack of the new Eve on the devil.

Frey dubbed

The strange couple

moved to Strasbourg, where Frey repudiated all other churches and envisioned himself as the visible head of the one true church whose chief
characteristic was spiritual marriage.

Frey was drowned by the author-

24George l-Iunt.ston Williams, The Radical Reformation (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1962), p. 378.
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ities in Strasbourg.

Elizabeth, not granted her wish to die with him,

later repented of her actions.25
Sixteenth century authorities were opposed to Anabaptists because they believed that the sect was too lenient in matters of divorce.
This assumption stemmed from the fact that some groups allowed members
to divorce unbelievers and marry within the group.

Some Anabaptists,

having divorced a spouse on religious grounds, thought themselves free
to marry a believer, and .stories of such remarriages circulated in
European society and no doubt colored the attitude toward Anabaptist
groups.

Philip Melanchthon heard one such story from an Anabaptist

prisoner.

He interrogated a remarried Anabaptist and recommended the

death penalty for his faith and his adultery.26
Although some cases of blatant immorality did occur among
Anabaptists, or those wrongfully associated with them, the vast majority
of believers held to a strict moral code in marriage.

But they reasoned

that Christ should be put above children, houses, and lands, and was
even superior to the marriage vow.

In a tract by_ an early leader, quite

possibly Michael Sattler, marriage is declared to be "not so great before God, that for the sake of the bond of marriage the believer must
do wrong, love and obey the husband more than God, in order to • • • remain one flesh" with him.

One should be willing, he declared, to for-

sake all for Christ.27

25williams, Radical Reformation, pp. 286-92.
26 oyer, Lutheran Reformers, p. 168.
27John H. Yoder, ed. and trans., The Legacy of Michael Sattler,
Classics of the Radical Reformation (Scottdale, Pennsylvania: Herald
Press, 1973), p. 104.
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Host Anabaptists, however, did not believe that the believer
should start divorce proceedings if the unbelieving partner was willing
to allow the believer to maintain his religious convictions.
that:

"Nothing can break the marriage bond but adultery.

They held

Where, how-

ever, a brother had an unbelieving wife, and she agrees to live with
him, he may not divorce her (nor vice versa)."
But when a believing wife "is endangered in her faith or is
hindered by the unbelieving husband in the training of her children in
the true faith, she may divorce her husband, but must remain unmarried
as long as her husband lives. 11 28

The Wismar decisions of 1554 declared

that a believer was not to divorce his unbelieving partner.

Should the

believer be divorced, he could only remarry if the unbeliever did so
first or engaged in immorality.29
Melchior Rinck, C! leader of the German Anabaptists, held a most
strict position on divorce.

Sued for divorce by his wife, who was not

a believer, he refused to agree to the action, claiming that remarriage
was adultery, and that divorce was just the prelude to it.

He took the

command, "What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put
asunder," to be final.30

28williams, Radical Reformation, p. 517, citing Chronik,
pp. 308-316, article 5; cf. Mennonite Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, pp. 75-76.
The Chronik wa~ an account of Anabaptist activities written by Peter
Walpot in the latter part of the sixteenth century.
29Friedmann, "Divorce from Unbelievers," Mennonite Encycl~dia,
"fv ol.
2 , p • 76 •
1

30 oyer, Lutheran Reformers, p. 58, citing Rink's untitled defense of his refusal to sanction divorce, sent to Eberhard von cler Thann,
1531, Urkundlichc Quellen ZU.E_ hessischen Reformations~eschichte, Vol. 4,
ed. G. Franz et al. (Marburg, 1951).
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By 1570 German Anabaptists had determined that a believer could
not divorce an unbeliever for any cause other than adultery.

Should the

unbeliever instigate the divorce proceedings, it would be considered
legitimate, but the fault was not to be with the believer.31
The early Anabaptist willingness to break the marriage tie
rather than give up their faith caused them to be seen as immoral by
society.

Morals in the sixteenth century left a great deal to be de-

sired, ye.t the home was rightfully viewed as a vital institution, both
morally and economically.
up of Anabaptism.

Clasen has shown the predominantly male make-

Should many Anabaptists choose to leave their partners

for religious reasons, a number of women would be left alone.

In a

society where women had almost no job opportunities outside the home,
and especially in Protestant lands, where begging was frowned upon and
social welfare was barely off the ground, a significant number of deserted women would pose a considerable problem.
Luther and Calvin had both written in favor of stiff penalties
for desertion.

Still, Calvin himself had allowed . Protestant partners to

leave their spouses in cases of persecution and even tolerated their remarriage.

If any · sect member had need for escape because of persecution,

it was the Anabaptists.

Yet many of them rejected remarriage.

Realizing

this, one concludes that moral laxity was not the motivating factor in
the developnent of Anabaptist divorce beliefs.

Where dissolution was

allowed, they were no more liberal than Calvin in Geneva.
The tolerance of sixteenth century women in church leadership
roles was very limited, as can be seen in the stance taken by Luther and

31Friedmann, "Divorce from Unbelievers," Mennonite EncvclopediB;,
Vol. 2, p. ·76 •.
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Calvin.

For a woman to take

ordinary circumstances.

an~

non-passive role was due only to extra-

How active a role women were allowed to take in

Anabaptist religious affairs is debatable.

According to the Mennonite

Encyclopedia, no women were elected to the office of preacher or deacon.
Yet it affirms that women were teachers in the sect's meetings and that
one, Elisabeth Dirks, was called a "leerareese," meaning preacher.32

It

would appear that the role women took depended somewhat on their geographic location.33

Very early in the history of the movement the wife

of Caspar Teucher was a "prophetess" in .Zwickau.34

In the Burgundian

district of Aachen women "apostles" were listed along with the male
preachers.35

These women probably utilized their extraordinary gifts

within the group while not going through an electoral process.
Whether women took part in church disciplinary actions is also
unclear.

Anabaptist women in the Netherlands and Prussian-Russian

lands, reports the Mennonite Encyclopedia, had no vote in church affairs;
in Swiss-German lands they participated only in selecting a minister.36
Clasen states that women could not vote even in the elections of leaders

32narold S. Bender, Cornelius Krahn, and N. van der Zijpp,
"Homen, Status of," Mennonite Encyclopedia, Vol. 4, p. 973.
33Ibid., pp. 973-74.
34oyer, Lutheran Reformers, p. 9.
35Ernst trous, "Anabaptism in Schleiden-in-the-Eifel," Mennonite
Quarterly Revi~, XXXIV:3 (July, 1960), p. 189.
3 6Bender, Krahn, and Zijpp, "Women, Status of," Mennonite
Encyclopedia, Vol. 4, pp. 973-74.
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or in the commissioning of apostles.37

Williams, in his study, The

Radical Reformation, asserts that the judgment of the sisters was respected along with that of

th~

brethren, although he fails to indicate

whether that "respect" included toleration of woman sufferage in church
matters. 38
Evidence reveals the existence of some sentiment favorable to
the enfranchisement of women in disciplinary actions.

Flerin Grysperre,

a Flemish minister in the latter part of the sixteenth century, was expelled because he refused to yield his personal convictions (which were
contrary to those of Menno Simons) when confronted with a group of believers.

In appealing his expulsion he claimed that his exconrrnunication

was invalid because it was not taken before "all the brethren and sisters
of the congregation."39
The Hutterites, one of the first organized Anabaptist sects,
showed a keen interest in mission activities.

Though from this group

no women missionaries were sent, wives occasionally traveled with their
husbands. 40

In a broader sense, however, Anabaptists considered each

37 However, his assertion is based on the statement of one
Augsburg minister's wife and Conrad Winkler, an Anabaptist leader near
Zurich, and hardly seems to have adequate support. Social History,
pp. 207-08, citing Leonhard von :Muralt and W. Schmid, eds. Quellen
zur Geschichte der Taufer in der Schweiz ,. Vol. 1 (Zurich, 1952), p. 313,
and Friedrich Roth, "Geschichte der Wiedertaufer, III: Der Hohepunkt
der Bewegung in Augsburg und der Niedergang im Jahre 1528," Zeitschrift
des Historischen Vereins fllr Schwaben und Neuburg, XXVIII (1901),
pp. 1-154.
3 8ne, like Clasen, fails to produce sufficient evidence to prove
his contention. See Radical Reformation, p. 688.

39 verheyden, Flanders, p. 11.
4 0clasen, Social History, p. 216.
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member, regardless of sex or official commission, as a missionary.41
the home front, evangelism was open to all Anabaptist women.

On

Great em-

phasis was placed on the authority of Scripture and every man and woman
was free to read and explain the .Word. 42

Some women became so well

versed in Scripture that they were the envy of men.
martyr, was exceptionally knowledgable.

Claudine, a Flemish

When her minister husband was

unable to find the passage he was looking for, "he would ask his wife
•

•

•

who would at once clearly indicate to him what he sought."

Women in their every day walks of life could win converts. · Fritz Erbe,
a well-known Thuringian Anabaptist, became acquainted with the faith
through a woman he met on the road. 43
Even in prison Anabaptist women found occasion to witness of
their faith to their captors.
Melanchthon.

Four Anabaptist women were questioned by

One recanted; the others stood their ground despite the

scholar's attempt to refute them with Scripture.44

Some women showed a

remarkable knowledge of their beliefs and demonstrated great courage
under duress.

Naeyken Boosers, martyred in 1564, wrote to her brethren:

Mr. Massaert, with a judge and a secular,
to be the vilest sect that ever was under
them my faith, I moved them all to tears,
scarcely speak, and ultimately left me in

a learned man, held me
heaven. But when I told
so that they could
a friendly manner.45

41Bainton, Christianity, p. 94.
42Hershberger, Recovery, p. 71.
/~3oyer, Lutheran Reformers, p. 68.

44 Ibid., p. 167, Letter of Husa to Stephen Roth, Town clerk of
Zwickau, January 16, 1536, Corpus Reformatorum, 3, 12-14.
45 Bracht, Mirror, p. 668.
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The interrogation record of Elisabeth Dirks reveals the deep
understanding she had of her faith and her ability to answer deftly any
questions put to her, as evidenced in this exerpt:
Lords:

What are your views with regard to the most adorable,
holy sacrament?

Elizabeth:

I have never in my life read in the holy Scriptures
of a holy sacrament, but of the Lord's Supper • • • •

Lords:

Be silent, for the devil speaks through your mouth.

Elizabeth:

Yea, my lords, this is a small matter, for the servant
is not better than his lord.

Lords:

You speak from a spirit of pride.

Elizabeth:

No, my lords, I speak with frankness.

Lords:

What did the Lord say, when He gave His disciples the
Supper?

Elizabeth:

What did He give them, flesh or bread?

Lords:

He gave them bread.

Elizabeth:

Did not the Lord remain sitting there?
eat the flesh of the Lord?

Lords:

What are your views concerning · infant baptism, seeing
you have been rebaptized?

Elizabeth:

No, my lords, I have not been rebaptized.

0

Who then would

I have been

baptized once upon my faith; for it is written that
baptism belongs to believers.46
For women to be witnesses of the faith was more important for
Anabaptists than for members of the state churches.

With the clergy

being constantly hounded by the authorities, there was more pressure on
the lay men and women to carry the message and less room for them to
leave the responsibility with the ordained clergy.

The priesthood of

all believers not only meant that laymen could approach God directly,

'~6Ibid., p. 1+82.
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but that the laity must also be bearers of the faith to others.
Anyone joining the Anabaptists had to accept the realistic
possibility of arrest, torture, banishment, and perhaps martyrdom.

The

1529 Diet of Spires proclaimed the death sentence on all Anabaptists,
male or female.47

Clasen, in the regions which he studied, found record

of the executions of at least 164 Anabaptist women.

This figure is

doubtless lower than the actual number because the sex of some martyrs
is not specified.48

In studying Anabaptism in Germany, Austria, and

Switzerland, he found approximately 2,800 Anabaptists identified as
women.49

Taking the figure of 164 women martyrs, one finds that one in

every seventeen died for their faith.

It is probable that the percent-

age of the known martyrs recorded is greater than the percentage of
known Anabaptist women because of the drama and sanctity surrounding
martyrdom, and the increased likelihood of records being made of their
life and death.

However, when one considers the number of women suffer-

ing lesser penalties, such as imprisonment or banishment, one concludes
that a rather large percentage of Anabaptist women must have suffered
because of their convictions.

47 Hershberger, Recovery, p. 32. The text of the decree is found
in Aller des Heiligen Romischen Reichs genaltene Reichstage, Abschiede
und Satzungen (Mainz, 1666), pp. 210-11.
48 clasen, Social History, pp. 335, 480.
49rbid., p. 334. It is impossible to ascertain the correct
number of Anabaptists because official records were not kept by the
groups. To determine even a close approximation would require innumberable hours, probably years, of searching European local archives.
Clasen' s figure.s have been used be-c ause they are the only ones available .
that represent at least an attempt at documentation of numbers.
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Religious persecutors may have sometimes inflicted lesser
punishments on women than on men; but certainly not always.

Even a

superficial survey of the Martyrs' Mirror reveals atrocious torture and
death inflicted on women.
l?ore up.

Yet even physically weak Anabaptist women

Correspondence sent from the imprisoned women showed their

great courage and willingness to face death, as seen in this excerpt
from a letter written by a Ghent martyr, Soetgen van den Haute:
We are of such good cheer to of fer up our sacrifice that I cannot
express it. I could leap for joy when I think of the eternal riches
which are promised to us as our inheritance, and to all who persevere in what the Lord has commanded 'us. Matt. 10:22.
I know not how I shall praise the Lord that He has chosen Martha
and myself to this estate, us who are such poor, simple lambs, for
we have never been esteemed in the world, except as outcasts; and
that God has chosen such rejected, miserable, simple worms of the
dust that He will work through us, that we should be His witnesses,
we who are not worthy of ourselves to receive the very least gift
which the Lord might bestow, etc.SO
No man could exceed the bravery and spiritual confidence attested by
these women martyrs.

The fortitude and steadfastness of Anabaptist

women is impressive.

Perhaps the adverse conditions deterred women from

joining the ranks; the women who did join, though, were ready to bear up
under horrible persecution,51
Within Anabaptism there were a number of groups, each varying
from the others in some respects.

Common to all true groups of Ana-

baptists was believers' baptism, which, as we have seen, encouraged a
view of woman as not only a fellow Christian, but as a fellow fighter

SOBracht, Mirror, p. 650.
5lwomen, perhaps non-Anabaptist, suffered also when the husband
was exiled. With their family support gone, they sometimes were humiliated by the necessity of going under the Poor Law. They also had to tell
their Town Council-of all correspondence. Clasen, Social History, p.
411.
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Men and women were Anabaptists, not because they were born

against sin.

such, but because they had accepted the faith and were living in harmony
with

i~s

standards.
Suffering is often equalizing, and the Anabaptists were suffer-

ing believers.

Husbands, of necessity, had to leave a great deal in

their wives' hands if they were taken off to prison.

Hen and women

martyrs drew strength from each other in their duress, and testimonial
letters from women martyrs gained a treasured place in martyrologies.
If some women were let off with lesser punishment because of their sex,
others suffered death because of their steadfastness and faithful
service to the cause.
Anabaptists placed great value on marriage and sometimes
addressed their wives as "marital sister."
for exploitation on sexual grounds.

Such a term leaves no room

Like the rest of society, they

believed in the subordination of wives to their husbands.

But the con-

cept of sisterhood in Christ added dignity to the woman and was a constant reminder that she was the man's equal before God, and that subordination was only ordained by God at the fall to insure domestic
harmony.
Possibly Anabaptists, to a limited degree, give us an example of
women in Protestantism assuming some leadership in worship activities.
Women prophetesses, apostles, teachers, and even a woman preacher are
mentioned.

No doubt women played a significant role in winning neighbors

to their faith.

Women were also allowed to participate in church elec-

tions in some locales.
To expect Anabaptists in the sixteenth century to have adopted
the egalitarian spirit of our own time would be mistaken; they, like
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their Lutheran

an~

Calvinist counterparts, were children of their time.

But in their concept of the sisterhood of women they left an important
legacy to the on-going Protestant tradition.
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Chapter 5
ENGLISH PURITANISM AND THE NATURE AND ROLE OF WOMAN
Last of the major Protestant groups to emerge in the sixteenth
century \·1as the Puritans.
a

Arising later on the scene, they did not have

chance to contribute many creative ideas to the Protestant creeds.

They focused their attention on applying the principles of the Reformation to the church in their native land and in bringing local customs
into line with Protestant ethics.

As with the Anabaptists, no one

figure whose views toward women could be taken as representative dominated the Puritans in the sixteenth century.

A complete picture would

require investigation beyond the scope of the present work.

Drawing

from the writings of selected authors, however, a general view of
woman's role in church, government, and domestic relations will be
sho·wn.
The reformation of the English church was a long time in the
making.

Hycliff, among the earliest of England's reformers, led a

fourteenth century revival.

Though his movement never completely died

out, England remained in the Roman fold until the mid-sixteenth century.
Even then it was not just the inroads made by Lutheranism and by one of
its chief English exponents, William Tyndale, that turned the tide;
rather it was the desire of Henry VIII for a male heir which led to the
establishment of the protesting church of England.
Royal succession played a double role in the English Reformation.
Not only did it lead to Henry's break with Rome, but the accession of
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Mary after the ephemeral reign of Edward VI and the short-lived clairnancy of Lady Jane Grey, led to the exodus of reform-minded citizens to
Geneva, where.they came under the powerful influence of Calvin and his
brand of Protestantism.

While these men and women on their return

would give Calvinism new twists, the mark of the Genevan was indelibly
etched onto the face of English Puritanism.
Along with other sixteenth-century Protestants, the Puritans upheld the marriage of the _clergy.
paralleled Calvin's.

Their defense of it sometimes closely

"Marriage is an honorable estate among all [sic]

men, and the bed undefiled," declared Francis Bunny.
it to certain classes "depart from the faith. 111

Those who forbid

Not only did the

apostles give us an example of married clergymen, but, asserted one
writer, they had normal sexual relations in accordance with the Biblical
injunction, "Let the man render the dutye of a husbande to his wyfe, and
the woman to her husbande. 112

The Puritans allowed for the special gift

of continence, but saw it as just that--a gift given to some and not a
work performed.

In the family setting, William

P~rkins

asserted, "we

can learn all the necessary virtues, and practice all the needful spiritual exercises. 113

There were, the Puritans reasoned, no spiritu.al ad-

!Francis Bunny, A Guide unto godlinesse: A Plaine and familiar
Explanation of the ten Commandements, by Questions and Answers: Fittest
for the instruction of the simple and ignorant people (London: Ralph
Rounthwaite, 1617), p. 200. University Microfilm at UCLA Research
Library. Bunny was a Prebendary of the Cathedral Church of Durham.
2John Ponet, A Defence for Mariage of Priests, by Scripture ·and
aunciente Wryters (London: Reynold Wolff, 1549), p. 21, University
Microfilm at UCLA Research Library.
3Gordon Stevens Wakefield, Puritan Devotion: Its Place in
the Development of Christian Piety (London: Epworth Press, 1957),
citing William Perkins, Workes, pp. 703-04.
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vantages to be gained through celibacy.
Calvin's belief that woman was created subordinate to man found
acceptance among the Puritans.

"He for God only, she for God in him,"

_expressed their evaluation of male superiority. 4

Indeed, Puritan writers

stressed the duty of a wife to give obedience to her husband.

"Even as

the Church must feare Christ Jesus, so must wives also feare their husbands," counseled catechisers Dod and Cleaver. 5

"The poor man is as

well the head of his wife," they also reminded, "as the king is the head
of the Queene. u6
The development of a theology of woman in sin and redemption
did not preoccupy the Puritans.

Generally they were content to state

that Eve was made inferior to Adam, and it was hinted that perhaps since
she was the first to sin, she was slightly inferior morally as well.

7

One writer fancied that Eve's lifespan was not recorded in Scripture
(nor indeed was any woman's except Sarah's) because, having brought

4william Haller, The Rise of Puritanism: Or, the Way to the
New Jerusalem as Set Forth in Pulpit and Press from Thomas Cartwright to
John Lilburne and John Milton, 1570-1643 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1938), p. 120.
5 Robert Cleaver and John Dod, A Plaine and Familiar Exposition
of the Ten Commandments. Hi th a Me tho di call Short Catechisme, Contain.ing

briefly the principall grounds of Christian Religion, 17th ed. (London:
Thomas and Jonas Man, 1628), p. 203, University Microfilm at UCLA
Research Library.
6 surely· the English, having had the examples of Henry VIII with

Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, needed little reminder that the king
also had control ·of the queen's head~

7 "Let the husband resolve not to obey the voice of his wife
against God; let the wife take heed of drawing her husband to sin; let
the husband rather reform her than be corrupted by her." William
Whately, "The example of Adam and Eve, 11 Prototypes, or the Primary
Precedent • • . , pp. 1-13, cited in Everett IL Emerson, English Puritanisr:t from John Hooper to John Hilton (Durham, North Carolina:
Duke University Press, 1968), p. 272.
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about the fall, members of her sex "deserved not to have the continuance
of their lives recorded by God's pen." 8
The realities of the man-woman relationship rather than theoretical theology dominated their pages.
on the virtues of a good

wife~

Puritan writers loved to dwell

"To be a good wife," reflected Richard

Bernard, a woman must stand "in love unfeigned, in fear to offend, in
cheerful obedience, in meeknesse of spirit, and in sympathizing with
her husband in prosperity and adversity." 9 To keep her husband's love
she should be, as Cleaver descr.i bed, "s1.lent, obedient, peaceable,
patient, • •

•

solitarie and honest. 1110

According to Dod and Cleaver,

she was one who did not worry herself by comparing her husband to other
men.

Are not some wives "more subject to their husbands, more quiet and

8rhid., pp. 270-71.
9Richard Bernard, Ruths Recompence: or A Commentarie upon the
Book of Ruth: Wherein is Shewed Her Happy Calling Out of Her Owne
Country and People, into the fellowship and society of the Lords
Inheritance: Her Vertuous Life and holy Carriage amongst them: And
Then, Her Reward in Gods mercy, being by an honourable Marriage made a
Mother in Israel: Delivered in several! Sermons, the briefe summe
whereof is now published for the benefit of the Church of God (London:
Felix Kyngston, 1628), p. 50. Punctuation and spelling retained as in
the original. Apostrophes were not commonly used at this time. Bernard
was a preacher at Batcome, Sommersetshire. University Microfilm at
UCLA Research Library.
lORobert Cleaver, A Godly Forme of Household Government: For
The Ordering of Private Families, according to the direction of Gods
word whereunto is adjoyned in a more particular manner, the several!
duties of the Husband towards his Wife: and the Wives duties towards
her Husband. The parents dutie towards their Children: and the Childrens toward their Parents. The Naisters dutie towards his Servants:
and also the Servants dutie towards their Maisters (London: Thomas
Creede for Thomas Man, 1603), p. 230, University Microfilm at UCLA Research Library. Cleaver was probably born in 1562. His biography is
not available in the Dictionary of National Biography, (hereafter cited
as DNB) but he was the author of numerous books.
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meeke, and that go farre beyond .your selfe in many graces?" they
chidea. 11

A truly good wife even had the grace, added Bernard, to love

her in-laws for the sake of her husband. 1 2
Recognizing that a good wife was a joy, and a poor one an insufferable cross, a prospective groom was told to seek his bride with
all diligence and prayer. 13

Bernard expressed concern because men of

his day married for "beauty, wealth, honour and friends," when they
ought to choose a woman for her virtue. 14
lecting a good wife were:

Cleaver's criteria for se-

(1) reputation; (2) looks; (3) talkative0

ness; (4) dress; (5) company; (6) education and rearing. 15

In weighing

a matrimonial decision a man, according to Thomas Gataker, should in· vestigate the lady's character, seek the advice of friends and parents,
and pray.16

Once the decision to marry had been made, the vows should

be taken speedily. 1 7
Despite the Puritan emphasis on the submission of women, their
marriages were not designed to give the man a live-in maid and mistress.
Marriage was, counseled Cleaver, "an uniform

agre~ment

of minde and a

llcleaver and Dod, Ten Commandments, p. 170.
12Bernard, Ruths Recompence, p. 50.
13 c1eaver, Household Government, p. 152.
14Bernard, Ruths Recompence, p. 297.
15cleaver, Household Government, p. 103.
16 Thomas Gataker, A Good Wife Gods Gift: and, A Wife Indeed.
Two Mariage Sennons (London: John Haviland for Fulke Clifton, 1623),
pp. 58-59. University :Microfilm at UCLA Research Lib-rary. Ga taker was
pastor of Rothcrhith.

17Bernard, Ruths Recornpence, p. 69. Parents also, he advised,
should nae match up children before they reached a rnarriagable age;
cf. pp. 68-69. .
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common participation of body and goods."1 8

In a good marriage a wife

brought comfort, assistance, honor, children, and a guard against incontinence to .her husband. 19

Man and woman became one flesh, 20 with the

"Chiefe governour," and the wife a "fellow-helper." 21
Englishwomen in the sixteenth century possessing both servants
and a good education, left much of the household work--even the nursing
of their infants--to others and spent considerable time in social
pleasures.

Puritanism asked them to nurse their own children 22 and to

be "painfull and diligent in looking to [their] businesse."23

Puritans

agreed that wives should follow the example of the women of old and obey
their husbands.

"The wife must persuade herselfe, that her husbands

charge, is Gods charge:

and when he speaks, God speaks by him,"

asserted Dod and Cleaver.

"That which was a thing indifferent, before

the husband required it, is now become a bounden duty unto her."
they allowed, this was not to be a blind submission.

But,

A woman was only

to obey lawful cormnands. 2 4
English customary law at that time allowed the husband to beat
his wife "with a rod no bigger than his thumb," but the Puritans disallowed this, saying, "Her cheeks are made for thy lips and not ·f or thy

18cleaver, Household Government, p. 98.
19Gataker, Good Wife, pp. 28-38.
20cleaver, Household Government, p. 98.
21rbid., p. 19.
22 Ibid., p. 235.

23rbid., p. 230.
24cleaver and Dod, Ten Commandments, pp. 203-04.
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fists."25

A husband was duty-bound, not just to live with his wife, but

"to walk with her, talke with her, and let her have all comfortable
familiarity with him:

that she may see he delights in her company."26

Each partner was accorded the privilege of reproving faults in the
other.27

The wife's spiritual state as well as her happiness were to be

facilitated by the husband.
his wife.28

He was to praise and encourage the good in

"A good husband," the Puritan male was told, "will make a

good wife. uZ 9
Among the Puritans one sees eme;rging the model of marriage as
partnership.30

Other Protestants, such as Luther and Calvin, had

stressed the necessity of marriage, and its divine sanction, but it was
the Puritans who devoted hundreds of pages to manuals discussing how to
make a successful marriage and avoid problems.

These counsels aimed to

foster a mutual relationship of help and companionship.

Neither side

in a Puritan marriage avoided responsibility in the relationship.
The family formed the fundamental unit of Puritan worship and
received more attention than in any other Protestant group.
declared William Perkins, are "little churches."31

25M. M. Knappen, Tudor Puritanism:

Families,

Puritan families

A Chapter in the History of

Idealism (Gloucester, Massachusetts: Peter Smith, 1963), p. 455, citing
Srni th, Sermons, p. 31; cf. Workes, I, p. 26.
26 c1eaver and Dad, Ten Commandments, p. 204.
271bid., p. 201.

28rbid. , p. 206.

29Bcrnard, Ruths Recompence, p. 50.
30nainton, Christianity, p~ 19.
3lwilliam Perkins, The Works of William Perkins, Vol. 3, ed.
Ian Breward, the Courtenay Library of Reformation Classics (Appleford,
Abingdon, Berkshire, England: Sutton Courtenay Press, 1970), p. 418.
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tended toward patriarchy.

The mother was responsible for the young

child's upbringing and religious instruction, but after early childhood
the catechizing and disciplinary duties fell to the father.

Concluded

Cleaver, "a child wisely trained up by the mother in the young yeares,
will be the earlier brought to goodnesse by the Fathers godly care." 32
Indeed, one of a wife's duties was to give her household an example of
submission. 3 3
Puritan family worship was at once a revival of the apostolic
house-church and an adaptation of the Protestant priesthood of all believers. 34

The father acted as family patriarch, but this did not make

his an autocratic position.

He was enjoined to stimulate religious dis-

cussion among household members, in which each gave his own opinion.35
The family worship hour, held morning and evening,36 was not practiced
solely because it was commanded by God and conducted of old by the
patriarchs, but because it was conducive to the harmonious functioning
of the family.

"The mutual love and agreement of the man and wife, the

dutiful obedience of children to their parents and • • • the faithful
service of servants to their masters, wholly dependeth upon the grace

32cleaver, Household Government, pp. 60-61.
33Ibid., p. 60.
34see Horton Davies, Worship and Theology in England from Cranmer

to Hooker, 1534-1603 (Princeton, New Jersey:
Press, 1970), pp. 428-30.

Princeton University

35christopher Hill, Society and Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary
England, p. 452 (London: Secker and Warburg, 1964), citing I. Bourne,
The Trne Way of a Christian, quoted in Maclure, The Paul's Cross Ser~~,

p. 238.

36Perkins, Works, Vol. 3, p. 417.
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and blessing of God," and this blessing, it was seen, came through worship. 37
Despite the safeguards cited in their works for ensuring a
happy marriage, the Puritans realized that some marriages would fail due
to the frail ties of humanity. · They did not, however, dis:par age marriage.
Instead, they looked, as they often did, to themselves and found marital
problems arising .from man's perversion of God's gift.38
marriage was not made easy by the Puritans.

Termination of

William Perkins' opinion

allowed the innocent party to choose either to remarry or to go back to
the guilty spouse.

The offender, however, could not remarry unless the

spouse did so first, and then only if he submitted to certain restraints
and showed sincere remorse for his sin. 39

Perkins was lenient compared

with George Joye, who held that the Old Testament death penalty for
adultery ought to be revived, for God's decree lasts as long as the sin
persists.

Why should the punishment for adultery be changed, he rea-

soned, when the penalties for theft and murder remained1 40

Robert

Browne viewed the covenant of marriage as being broken when one party
did "seeke the destruction of other, or doe persecute religion or goodnes:
likewise," he continued, "also is broken, if by keeping together the one
can not hould the true religion through the untowardness of the other in

37rbid., PP· 416-17 •

.

38Gataker, Good Wife, pp. 13-14.
3 9Perki.ns, Workes, Vol. 3, pp. L•26-2 7.
40 ceorge

Joye, A contrarye (to a certayne manis) Consultacion:
That Adulterers ought to be punished ·wyth death. Wyth Solucions of
his argume~tes for the contrarye (London: 1549?), University Microfilm,
at UCLA Research Library.
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a wicked and false religion."

This was in keeping with the Pauline

privilege of I Corinthians 7.41
Whether the innocent spouse of an adulterer could remarry was a
controversial question in England at this time, with most Puritan writers
strongly advocating a positive answer.

Unlike the Calvinists of Geneva,

the Puritans did not, in the sixteenth century, have a chance to write
their own divorce laws and had to settle for printing tracts containing
their opinions.

The government adopted the stance that a man having

been separated from his wife because she was adulterous could obtain a
divorce and remarry, but it did not allow a woman with an adulterous
husband the same privilege.

The Puritan divorce position, which was

similar to that taken by other Protestants, would have offered a great
deal more equity to women than did that of the government, because it
would have allowed men and women the same privileges in divorce.42
The Puritans showed a rather unique concern with the May-December marriage when the woman was older than the man.
woman had lost her physical attractiveness by sixty.

In their opinion, a

A young man married
I·

her "goods and lands," but not her person.

He would "take no contentment

in her," thus defeating the purpose of marriage in providing a remedy for
unchastity.

Furthermore, they observed that elderly couples as well

'

.I ·
1

41 Robert Brouune, A Boeke Which Sheweth the life and manners of
all true Christians, and howe unlike they are unto Turkes and Papistes
and Heathen folke. Also the pointes and partes of all divinitie, that
is of the revealed will and worde of God, are declared by the several!
Definitions, and Divisions in order as followeth (Middleburgh:
Richarde Painter, 1582), p. 120.
42Knappen, Tudor Puritanism, p. 459.

'

i.
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evidenced difficulty in getting along.

The best remedy, they decided,

was for a woman after sixty to remain widowed.43
Protestantism's concept of the priesthood of all believers was
not lost among the Puritans.

Though the rise of woman government in

religion would await the next century's sects, Puritan women in at least
one locale were reported to have been involved in arguments and discussions regarding the meaning of Scripture after the preaching service:
"they held arguments of various Scripture texts • • • men .and women,
boys and girls, labourers, workmen and simpletons. 1144

One Dedham man

queried whether a woman whose spiritual gift exceeded her husband's
might pray in public.

Puritan womanhood included "prophetesses" and at

least one teacher.45
Not inclined to keep their views concerning church reform to
themselves, the Puritans published numerous tracts and satires.

At

least one influential woman took part in the clandestine printing of
Puri tan manifes toes at considerable personal risk.

Mrs. Elizab.e th

Crane made available her country house for the printing of the Uda114 6

43Bernard, Ruths Recompence, p. 65.
4 4Patrick Collinso~, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1967), p. 380.
4Slbid., pp. 379-80.
46 John Udall (1560-1592) was curate of Kingston-upon-Thames and
author of three volumes of sermons. While he was associated with Penry
at the beginning of the Marprelate scheme, he preferred to attack
bishops alone. Among his satires "A Demonstration" and "Dialogue" were
well-known. He was convicted of "seditious libel" and sentenced to
death, though the sentence was never carried out. He is best known because of the agitation in his behalf and the injustices he suffer~d for
religious convictions. See DNB ,. Vol. 20, pp. 4-6 •

..
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and Penry47 tracts.

She was later tried for her part in harboring the

press and was heavily fined and imprisoned.48

Other prominent women

also received ·fines and jail sentences for sheltering the Marprelate
press.49
Puritanism first came ·into prominence during the vestment controversy within the Church of England.

Rules of clerical dress were

laid down by Parliament and their likeness to Roman Catholic attire led
to their denunciation by some.

London was the storm center.

There, up

to five hundred people, led by women, p;-otested the "popish ceremonies."
Edmund Grindal, bishop of London, was on several occasions hounded by
women who were angry over, among other things, the suspension of leetu.rer John Bartlett.

They gave enthusiastic support to those who zeal-

ously served the anti-Roman cause.

As they left in exile from London,

John Gough and John Philpot were accompanied over London Bridge by two

47John Penry was the main author of the Martin Marprelate tracts
(see n. 49) .. While refusing orders, he preached publicly. According to
the DNB, he "was an honest fanatic who believed himself to be an instrumentOf God charged with the reformation of the church of England."
(Vol~ 15, pp. 791-95).
He was indicted for writings aimed to incite
rebellion and for denouncing the ministers of state. He was executed
for treason on May 29, 1593.
48collinson, Movement, p. 418, citing Mccorkle, '"Mistress
Crane,'" pp. 276-83. The sentenc~ is found in British Museum, MS.
Harl~ian 2143, vols. 48v-49r.
49 rbid., citing Arber, Introductory Sketch, pp. 121-36, and
Pierce, Historical Introduction, pp. 205-08. The Marpr~late tracts
first appeared in 1588. According to the DNB they were satirical and
clandestinely printed under the direction of Penry, with some help
from Udall. They were directed against the conforming clergy. (See
DNll Vol. 15, p. 791.)
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or three hundred women speaking words of exhortation and carrying goods
for them.SO
· Believing as they did that women were inferior to men, the
Puritans had to come to grips . with the fact of a woman ruler in their
land.

Before the rise of the Tudors, England had had only one woman

sovereign.51

The English were not overly fond of the idea of a woman

monarch, as evidenced by Henry VIII's discomfiture concerning his suecession.

In an era when one of the major duties of a ruler was to lead

his troops in battle, the concept of a woman sovereign was almost
laughable.

Years of feudalism and church rule had eroded away the old

civil liberties

gr~nted

women under Roman law.

Only a widow was con-

sidered a "person" of legal standing in sixteenth century England.

How

inconsistent it seemed that a woman, disbarred in court, disqualified
from any church office, and ·who would certainly never be a military
general, should be the supreme head of a n~tion!52
John Calvin, in accordance with his view of woman as by design
inferior to men, had not seen female sovereigns as part of God's ideal
plan, but had given tacit approval of their reign, considering it to be
God's curse. 5 3· John Knox, however, reacting against the harsh policies
of Mary Tudor, gave vent to his wrath in The First Blast of the Trumpet

50ccllir:son, Movement, p. 93. See also Patrick Collinson, "The
Role of Women in the English Reformation illustrated by the Life and
Friendships of Anne Locke," Studies in Church History, Vol. 2, ed.
A. J. Cuming (London: Thomas Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 1965), p. 259.
51Queen Matilda, in the twelfth century, lost her throne in civil
wa.r.

52Jasper Ridley, John Knox (New York:
1968), pp. 265-69 . .
53 see P~ 57.

Oxford University Press,
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against the Monstrous Regiment of Women.

Heretofore Knox had published

nothing condemnatory of women, and, had not female sovereigns interfered
with his work, he might have remained silent, but in this tract Knox
indulged in some misogyny, borrowing vitriolic statements from early
church fathers.

Before ending his blast, Knox virtually called for a

crusade ·to remove Mary54 from the throne, declaring that anyone aiding
her was fighting against God!55

Needless to say, Knox's condoning of

revolution and regicide did not sit too well in Europe. 56
In spite of Knox's violent language regarding women rulers,
many Puritans who had faced trouble or exile during Mary's reign welcorned the Protestant Elizabeth, likening her to Deborah or even, as John
Foxe did, to Constantine. 5 7

Even Knox was willing to proclaim Elizabeth

as a Deborah, if the queen, for her part, would admi.t that women, as a
principle, should not rule.
vivendi on the issue.

Knox and the queen almost reached a modus

Both agreed that the present situation was un-

usual, but Knox felt that Elizabeth was exceptional because she .was a
Protestant, and Elizabeth that she was exceptional because she was
queen.

She desired complete obedience regardless of her actions.

Knox

54ne even advocated killing her like Jezebel. See "The Appellation from the sentence pronounced by the Bishops and Clergy to the
Nobility and Estates of Scotland," Works, pp. 465-520, cited by Ridley,
Knox, p. 276.

55Ridley, Knox, p. 272.
56rn a century, though, the Puritans would take off the head of
Charles I.
57 collinson, Movement, p. 25; cf. V. Norskov Olsen, John Foxe
and the Elizabethan Church (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973),
p. 42, citing Acts and Honuments . (London, 1563) •
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proffered it only as long as she remained orthodox.58
Puritan women, of the nobility or otherwise, played a significant role in the sixteenth century movement.
chaplains.

Some sponsored fellows or

When one reads the preface to Richard Bernard's Ruths Re-

compence, and discovers that it was written to thank a woman patron for
her endowments which were his support at Cambridge, it is not difficult
to understand the sympathetic treatment of womanhood found therein.
Some women of no political fame are known to us through the
printed eulogies of their lives.

Katherine Brettargh (died 1601) was

remembered for her love for her husband, compassion for the needy, and
faithfulness in devotions--all before her death at age twenty-two! 5 9
Elizabeth Wilkinson, living in the early seventeenth century,
showed an intense interest in religious themes from childhood.

Hers

was not a placid spiritual journey, as she suffered greatly from spiritual anxieties which were plotted in her diary.

Following her death her

eulogizer published an account of her life and religious progress.60
Mary Gunter's saintly life and spiritual trials are recorded
in Thomas Taylor's The Pilgrims Profession (1622).
age, Mary was reared by an ardent papist.

Orphaned at a young

In her teen years, her first

guardian died, and she was taken in by the Protestant Countess of
Leicester.

The Countess, through a sort of brainwashing technique which

involved keepill;g her from all Roman books and company, converted Mary to
Protestantism.

Shortly thereafter Mary, no doubt scarred and confused

58Ridley, Knox, pp. 311-12, citing Knox to Cecil, April 10, 1559.
59naller, Ri.se of Puritanism, p. 112.
6 0ibid., p. 99.
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by her forced conversion, entertained suicidal thoughts.

At last she

resolved to place her faith in God regardless of the devil's temptations.
She embarked on a program of devotions and Bible study, questioning
ministers on passages that she did not understand and committing Scripture to memory.

For the five ·years prior to her death she kept a daily

diary recording her sins.

Her biographer tells of her deathbed temp-

tation, but this saintly lady overcame and died victorious.61
One of the most fascinating and influential women among the
early Puritans was Catherine Willoughby, the Duchess of Suffolk.

Born

to a lady-in-waiting of Catherine of Aragon, and goddaughter of Stephen
Gardiner, she became a duchess upon her marriage to Charles Brandon,
Duke of Suffolk.

After her widowhood and remarriage to Richard Bertie,

a strong Protestant, she with her family was forced to flee to the
continent during the reign of Mary Tudor, where they sought asylum in
the Netherlands, the Palatinate, and Poland.

Following the accession of

Elizabeth (whose christening she had attended) she returned to live out
her life in England.

Catherine's hospitality to !eligious refugees,

among whom were Martin Butzer and Bernardino Ochino, was well-known.
Her family chaplains included such notables as John Browne and Hugh
Latimer.

Catherine was an intelligent and forceful woman who did not

hesitate to use her influence to· further Puritan reforms in England:
She was very active in seconding the efforts of government
to abolish superflous Holy Days, to remove images and relics from
the churches, to destroy shrines, to put an end to pilgrimages, to
· reform the clergy, to see that every church had provided, in some
convenient place, a copy of the large Bible, to stir up the Bishops,

61rbid., pp. 112, 114.
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Vicars and Curates to diligence in preaching against the usurped
authority of the Pope.62
With the individualizing of faith, as required for the Pratestants' tenet of the priesthood of all believers, came a greater appreciation for the individual person, nale or female.

English Puritan

women were still subordinated to their husbands, but their contributions
were recognized and their memories enshrined in the printed page.

This

acknowledgement of the accomplishments of women, along with the view of
partnership in marriage stressing individual responsibilities,63 was
the lasting contribution of Puritanism to the Protestant view of woman.

62Roland H. Bainton, Women of the Reformation in France and
England (:Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1973), p. 260, citing
Strype. Information given on Catherine Willoughby found in Bainton,
pp. 253-76.
63see Bainton, fhri~tiani'ty, p. 19 •
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Chapter 6
CONCLUSION
Wherever Protestantism spread throughout the lands of the
Reformation, it carried in its train ideas destined to alter the prevailing view of woman.

In the home, church, and society, woman's role

was given greater esteem because of the new understandings of the reformers.

Ily their writings and personal dealings with women the leaders

of Protestantism gave. an example as to how women should be considered
in the Christian scheme.
,

The first positive step toward change was taken when Luther
advanced the idea that mankind could serve God as well in the married
state as in the celibate.

Inherent was the rejection of the concept

that man and woman must deny the distinctively masculine or feminine
elements within themselves in order to take the "high road" of salvation.
The elevation of the individual, man or woman,
of the priesthood of all believers.

acco~panied

the doctrine

Calvin followed by stressing that

God had made man and woman to be complementary and that He had blessed
the union of the two sexes.

Righteousness by faith had no room for

monasticism, which the reformers labeled as works-oriented.
Beginning with Luther, the Protestants lauded marriage as coming from the hand of God and bearing His blessing.

They emphasized the

Biblical consideration of the marriage of both clergy and laity as
normative.

Coupled with the rejection of monasticism this did much

toward ending the abuse of women by incontinent celibate clergy.

In-

stead of winking at those who a.cted irresponsibly toward women, the
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Protestant churches encouraged ministers to enter into the duties as
well as the privileges of marriage.

A profitable side effect was the

new influence of the pastor's home in forming a domestic ideal.

Cer-

tainly Luther's home was influential; Calvin, also, gave an example of a
happy domestic life.
In the new interpretation of vocation as calling lay one of the
greatest contributions of Protestantism.

Human pursuits no longer were

divided into the sacred and the secular.

All of men's activities, how-

ever humble, could and should be devoted to God's service. · Luther
stressed that the milkmaid, the servant, the mother--all served God by
faithfully performing their duties.

In this way they, like those in the

religious professions, were vehicles of God's grace to others.

Luther

especially underlined the importance of the mother's role in the home,
rearing and educating God_-fearing children.
While the reformers retained the idea of male superiority, they
were not silent on the responsibilities of the husband toward his wife.
Instead of familial duties seeming to be a one-sided subservience of
wife to husband, the mutual aid and benefit of marriage received emphasis.

The Anabaptist concept of the wife as "sister in Christ" was a

beautiful example of the respect to be shown between husbands and wives.
Among the Puritans marriage developed into more than a "union of the
flesh," a remedy against unchastity and an institution for child-rearing.
Marriage was seen as a partnership with pleasures and responsibilities.
Unlike Catholicism, which for centuries had ignored the reali- v-'
ties of marital friilure, Protesta~tism came to grips with the question
and offered workable solutions to the knotty problem of divorce.

Its

stance was l:f.beral for their time, allowing divorce mainly for adultery
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and desertion, usually with the privilege of remarriage.

Dissolution of

marriage could be granted in circumstances of religious persecution, but
the

Ro~an

Catholic .practice of absolving spouses from their marital

duties upon entrance into a religious community was condemned.

In most

cases, Protestants advocated that women be given an equal right to begin
divorce proceedings.
The evaluation of woman as seductress was not wholly disregarded
by Protestants, some of whom still saw woman as somehow more responsible
or guilty than man in the entrance of sin.

But women were · treated as

beings created in the image of God and as joint heirs of grace and salvation.

Protestants condemned those fostering statements denigrating

women.
With their heavy reliance on the letter of Scripture, and because of centuries of tradition, the reformers were not ready to open
their pulpits or ecclesiastical governments to women.

Still, they were

willing to consider exceptional situations wherein traditionally male
roles might be filled by women.
or "prophets."

Women on occasion served as teachers

Undeniable was the contribution of women in the spread

of the Protestant movement.
The reformers did little or nothing to further acceptance of
wonen in governmental roles.

None favored the rule of women.

tolerated it, while viewing it as God's curse.
it.

Calvin

Knox vehemently blasted

The Puritans, seeing Elizabeth as their savior, were probably most

tolerant.
A fi.nal important boost to women given by the reformers came in
their advocacy of education for both sexes.
and Calvin, who favored compulsory education.

This was advanced by Luther
Educated women, it was
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felt, could learn religious matters as well to better run the home and
train children in godliness.

Since literacy plays such a key role in

leading to responsible positions, this ranks with the priesthood of all
believers and the concept of vocation as uplifting most the position of
women.
Perhaps as one scans social and church history as it has evolved
since the sixteenth century one observes very slow progress being made
by women towards equality of status.

Such would be expected in light of

the truism that attitudes change only gradually.

However, it is evident

that the reformers in re-examining Scripture, not only revealed the
equality of all men as priests before God, but whether by accident or
design, demonstrated the worth of woman.

In their writings and in their

example the reformers opened new vistas to women for which they may be
ever grateful.
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